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Abstract
The Hound at the End o f the Road is a collection of fictional stories that examines 
loneliness, isolation, and loss through a lens that is by turns magical and horrific. The stylistic 
choices in these stories are magic and lyricism, used to amplify the powerful imaginations of 
their characters to present a world that is as familiar as it is unfamiliar. A father deals with his 
teenage daughter’s transformation into a beast; two children get lost in the woods on a vital 
winter hunt; and a woman is willing to endure anything to keep her late-in-life pregnancy. The 
stories choices in this thesis are meant to make the wonderful out of the ordinary. They 
illuminate the strange to remind us that being human means being fallible, and that being human 
is often mystifying and rewarding.
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Winter Hunt
We move. We press our boots softly into the snow and bend ourselves so we do not crush 
the ice beneath. We signal to each other, bows raised, joints loose and alert. Our breath becomes 
white haze and we sprinkle our footprints with fennel flowers we dried in summer to find our 
way back. We seek a beating heart not our own, a body we can claim in the quiet light of the 
bare forest. We mount a hill where the white sun shadows the boughs and see: across the clearing 
a caribou has left thick grooves in the bark of aspens. Wood has been splintered and gouged by 
its antlers. By now we are deep enough into the forest, deeper into a hunger that stays us. Our 
bellies howl like wolves. When we can no longer see velvet we stop, listening for animal breath, 
holding for movement. Then, between two pines ahead of us white turns brown and then white 
again. The caribou lowers the tined burden of its feral head and bows the length of its back, 
snorting into the deep autumn air. We draw ourselves tight as twine and twice as sharp, but the 
cold stiffens the string on my bow and it creaks suddenly, startling the silent forest. The 
caribou’s wild eyes find us and overhead, starlings flee.
My brother looses his arrow as the caribou bounds across the snow, away from us, but the 
shot is poor and hasty. It pierces the caribou’s shaggy shoulder but does not kill it, does not stop 
it from escaping us, though its baying is broken and loud. The animal knows the forest better 
than we do and it vanishes into the white. My brother swears and curses me and my insides 
tremble with more than hunger. Now we will have to track the caribou and hope that, if it dies, 
we will get to it first.
He slaps me in the mouth; not hard, but enough to sink the tip of my tooth into my lip. I 
stagger a little, raising my hand to my mouth, and he turns away from me.
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The forest will hunt you back, our mother once told us in her woodsmoke voice. She said, 
the forest likes the taste of all blood. I remind my brother of this.
"We are going to be hungry," he says.
"We could still find it," I say, feeling my broken lip with my finger. It stings, but the cold 
numbs it after a while. "It was the bow."
"You should pray that we do find it."
A little ways away specks of glossy blood dot the snow where the caribou stood. Good 
that we have wounded it; perhaps it will not go far, but its blood might summon other beasts.
Hunts were never like this when there were three of us, but it is a few years now since our 
mother left. She was the one who taught us to hunt, who carried me on her back until I could 
walk on my own. She trained us to aim and to listen to what the forest was telling us. When he 
was still learning how, my brother once shot a lynx in the foot and it screamed so loud the birds 
fled from the branches above us, shook snow all the way down. Mother put an arrow through its 
skull herself to quiet it, and later Grandmother made me a scarf from its soft pelt that I still wear. 
Sometimes I think I can still smell that hot-dirt smell on it, the one animals get when they’re 
afraid.
The angles of my brother’s face catch and cast away the light as we harness ourselves to 
the sled. He was softer, before our mother left, but now the work and the winters have made him 
rough. I wish I could get our mother back for him.
We secure the wide leather straps across our thin backs and bellies and start to walk. The 
sled glides easily over the snow. It is not easy to pull, even when it is light like this, and soon we 
are sweating and grunting as we move into the forest. We are silent for a long time.
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We follow the indentations in the ground where the caribou’s hooves have dented the 
snow. Its tracks are uneven and it seems like the caribou has been sliding. Its front leg is 
dragging a little, but the droplets of blood become fewer and fewer the farther we go on. I want 
to free myself from the sled and bend to the ground, lick the blood from the snow. How long 
since we have eaten? I cannot remember, but my mouth fills with saliva as I imagine the salt 
taste of iron on my tongue. I can feel my stomach rumble through my clothing.
The trees are becoming thicker now, bone-pale, the knots in their bark like black eyes. I 
ask if we can rest for a while; sweat is running down my back and my arms feel weightless and 
loose. I wipe moisture from my eyes. My brother nods.
We stop pressing forward and in the stillness I can feel the muscles twitching under my
skin.
"Do you think we could sit for a while?" I say because just stopping the motion isn’t 
enough. He looks up at the white sky whose corners peel with gray and shakes his head.
"We have to keep moving, or we risk the kill," he says, extending the water pouch to me. 
I don’t argue.
We stand there for a little instead, just for a few moments, enough that the heart in my 
chest slows, but my lip throbs still. My brother sees me licking the blood and sweat from my 
lips.
"I’m sorry I hit you," he says. I look out at the long stretch of broken snow ahead of us.
"It’s fine."
"No, no; Mother wouldn’t have liked it."
"She’s gone," I say. I feel him glance at me. He wants to say something else but he thinks 
better of it.
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The land is a heart of white, a skeleton of ashen aspens whose roots groove and raise the 
ground beneath the ice. If we are quiet we can hear the forest breathe: bird wing whispers, the 
murmur of snow slipping from boughs. Even our own breath, ragged and cold, cannot fill the 
woods.
*
We have followed the caribou into a part of the forest I have never seen when the gray 
overhead becomes pregnant with dark. Evening pools at its edges, and then we are spun between 
heavy flecks of white. My muscles ache. As we move, the snowstorm moves with us. It is all 
around, hoarding itself on our sled, pressing its mouth to our throats.
"We should turn home," I say. "We could be there before the darkness."
My brother shakes his head and purses his mouth.
"No," he says. "It’s scared. No other animals will come now."
"But the storm," I say.
"We have to kill it if it is not yet dead," he says.
Something is rising in my chest as I watch his face. He looks up at the sky again, blinking 
flakes from his lashes.
"We’ll get home," he says, but his voice is stiff and in it I hear hunger. I turn my head to 
look behind us and I see that the storm has layered the ground in new snow, soft; feathery like 
bedding. It feels like a wound.
"Can’t we just go home?"
"And eat what? There is nothing. Grandmother is waiting."
"I don’t know."
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"We have to find the caribou," he says, and in my belly I know he’s right. "Mother would 
never have forgiven us."
"Where are we?" I ask. He grips the leather strap across his chest and I wriggle my 
shoulders to ease the burden of the basket of arrows and the sled on my shoulders.
"Pull," he says.
*
In an hour we can barely see; our only way to follow the wounded caribou are the spots 
of blood in the snow. Their number and size increase, though sometimes we have to kick the 
snow a little to see them clearly. We are getting closer as the wind around us whines.
And then, ahead of us, a huge gray- and brown-flecked body rises and falls. It is slow 
now, cold, and it grunts when the arrow in its shoulder bumps against a tree. Out here, so far into 
the forest, I can’t help the warmth that surges in me for the animal. It is beautiful, coarse winter 
fur stained red, human and animal running from the same storm.
"Yes," my brother breathes. "Yes."
The snow muffles the sounds of our sled, of our bows, and for that much I am grateful; 
but it doesn’t remove our colors from the forest entirely, and at the change in scenery we are 
spotted. The caribou, limping, tries to move a little faster but it cannot bear weight on its 
wounded shoulder. We loose the straps across our bodies and free ourselves from the sled, 
pushing as much as we can; we cannot lose the caribou this time.
My brother moves faster than I do and I follow him through the snow, trying not to slip. 
The caribou gets ahead, a shadow in the storm. We get closer, panting and sweating, bows raised 
and shaking in our cold hands. But then the caribou bows before us, sinking into the snow, 
sinking into its pain. We come upon it, weak in our bones, expecting it to flee. Instead the
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caribou’s blood leaks out over the snow, pulsing as its beating heart pulses. It raises its head with 
wild eyes as its antlers begin to disappear under new snow.
"It can’t move anymore," my brother shouts into the wind. He lowers his bow; the short 
distance has rendered it unnecessary.
The caribou’s eyes catch mine. They are deep and wide, focused, eyelashes long and 
curled; I wonder if it is lonely, if it is thinking of anything, and then through the snow my brother 
is extending the short knife to me.
"You made it suffer," he says.
"I can’t," I say.
"It is wounded because of you," he says.
I am younger, smaller, weaker than my brother, and bones are thick. My brother’s eyes 
are dark.
"What if I can’t?"
He does not reply. He pushes the knife towards me, and I take it. I have seen my mother 
do this, I have seen my brother do this; but my arms are heavy and light at the same time, 
begging me to ask nothing more of them. I sink to my knees in front of the caribou and reach my 
hand out, slowly. I am not met with panic, though the caribou’s flank heaves. I pull my hand 
from my glove and rest my fingers in its fur. The pelt over its ribs is coarse and both warm and 
cold all at once, living.
I rest the tip of the knife against its face and the caribou pushes its head down into the 
snow, long eyelashes shaking with snow. I can feel my brother standing behind me, watching.
By accident I push the knife into the animal’s skin, enough to make its eyes flutter. I pull my 
hand back to me and press the knife against my chest.
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"You have to," my brother says in a dark voice.
I know that he is right. I turn to look at him and he is bearing down on me with his fierce 
eyes. When I turn back to the caribou it is watching me too, but I can’t read its face. I put the 
knife back into its skin and it closes its eyes against me.
It is suffering, I remind myself.
I raise the knife and the wind raises its voice, steeling myself. It’s what Mother would 
have done. There is a gust of wind as I bring the knife down; but I miss: the blade of the knife 
curves deep into the skin above the caribou’s eye and tears down to its lip, flaying open the skin 
to the bone. It brays loudly under me. Blood weeps out from under the gash and the caribou 
works its legs, willing itself to stand, crying when it can’t.
I am crying too.
My brother says my name.
Caribou blood is leaking down under my knees. I try not to get any on my hands because 
they are already shaking and I don’t want the knife to come loose. I close my eyes and slam its 
silver point down into the bone, but not hard enough. The caribou groans and tries to roll away. 
The knife sticks in its skull and I have to rock my weight back and forth until it comes free.
My brother shouts my name.
I bring the knife down again and this time it sinks deep into the animal’s skull. Motion 
leaves its body, its breath meets the wind and blows away, and the animal falls still.
My hands are numb and I am blind with tears. My brother has to pull the knife from its
head.
"There’s too much blood," he says. "It’s going to be hard to keep the sled clean. We have 
to move."
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I am frozen in place. He shouts my name, shakes me before I can move. He pulls the 
animal’s body from the snow and heaves its hind legs onto the sled.
"Wrap the skull," he says, and I try to. I pull the oiled leather blanket from the side of the 
sled and try to tuck it around the bleeding skull before we can pull it onto the sled, but my hands 
won’t stop shaking. My brother reaches his hands over me and secures the blanket over the head, 
tying it around the throat. Briefly, he holds my hands in his, and then he straightens the length of 
the body to the sled.
The caribou is not large. Its thick fur is enough to ward off the cold but not enough to 
hide its ribs, a flat emptiness in its white belly. I do not say so, but I am relieved that there is less 
meat to haul back to the cabin. It is no small thing to bring a caribou down, and we have meat 
enough here, for a while. The oiled leather keeps the blood from leaking out too much into the 
snow, but it won’t hold forever.
"I’m sorry," I whisper.
"Help me with this," he says, indicating the heavy blankets that will keep the body from 
freezing.
Together we unroll the blankets and stretch them over the caribou. They are well- 
maintained, the work of our grandmother’s hands, though the fabric is stained with the blood of 
other animals. We secure the caribou and ourselves to our sled, fastening buckles and latches all 
over, now that we must bear it all home.
We have done this many times, though we are hungriest now. Our muscles are hardened 
and strong, even if I am still growing. It will not be an easy journey home. We fit our bones into 
the straps and begin to pull. I am smaller than my brother, and I am weaker, but I am not weak; 
and I like to think that he could not do this without me.
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The snow around us blows and swirls like it is singing. I have never been so cold in all 
my life, even under the lynx pelt. I hum to myself a little but it’s just noise because I cannot 
remember any melodies just now. I wonder what my spine looks like, and if it looks any 
different than it would have if I had not spent my life hauling sleds and beasts, if I had lived 
some other life. What would my body have looked like if I had been born in a city? If I had been 
born a boy? A bear, or a caribou?
We press on, working our legs and my tendons feel frozen and burned all at once. The 
forest is blue and white around us now and I find it beautiful, in its way, and I think that anyone 
who had been raised anywhere else might never see the forest when it is like this, low sun and 
crystals in the trees. I suppose I am grateful, and at least the cold has frozen the throb in my 
broken lip.
"Our mother came from this forest," my brother says then. "Her eyelids were tattooed 
blue and she kept twigs and feathers tied up in her wild hair."
I know this story. I love this story. I do remember our mother, but mostly in gestures, in 
colors, and I like it when he talks about her. He remembers her better. Our grandmother never 
speaks of our mother and she chides my brother for telling stories, looks away from him when he 
does. But he talks to me of her anyway. So I don’t forget, he says, so I’ll know her if she comes.
"Grandmother couldn’t bear to look at her for a long time," he continues. "She would 
press her finger to her lips and turn away when Mother was around."
"Tell me why," I say, even though I already know.
"Well, she didn’t always look like that," he says, and his voice picks up a cadence in a 
half-smile. He likes telling this story as much as I like hearing it. "She used to look like you. Pale 
skin, dark hair, but then when she was young she ran off into the woods. She was gone for a long
9
time, and Grandmother had given her up. She was in the cabin with just the memories of her 
dead daughter to keep her company and nobody else."
"But then she came back," I say. "Pregnant, with you."
"Yes," he says. "Pregnant with me, and darkness all around her fingernails, black ink 
smeared across her mouth all up and down her body. She was all sinew and muscle then, and you 
could watch every bone and wire in her body move the tattoos above them as if they were alive."
"Did Grandmother still love her?"
"She was just angry that Mother had been gone so long. But she was happy to see her 
again, too, even if she wasn’t happy about how Mother looked."
"What happened to her skin?"
"She never told me," my brother says. "Grandmother says she came back with feral eyes, 
magic eyes, not human."
"I always thought Mother was beautiful."
I smile into my scarf. I had always thought my mother had beautiful skin. She was the 
tallest person I had ever seen, and her hair rose above her head like it was not bound there. Her 
arms and legs were as long as branches, and the gums behind her teeth emerald-green with ink.
"It was just a shock to Grandmother, you know," he says. "'What is it you have done?' she
asked.'"
"And what did Mother say?" I ask, but I am already speaking the rest of the story in my 
own mouth.
"Little. She never said where she had been or why she had been there. She only said that 
she was pregnant, that it was going to be a boy, and that I could not be named for a father 
because I do not have one."
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I search the bones of his face and I do see our mother there, in the wide bones and in the 
flickering darkness of his eyes. There is something there I cannot name. A sense, or a truth, that 
has always been alien to me, that I am sure I do not share. My eyes are pale. I wish they were 
dark like theirs, even if Grandmother says they are refreshing to look at.
It is then that the darkness around us begins to move in a way that night does not. My 
brother understands it before I do.
"No, do not stop," he says in a hushed voice when I try to pause, to look.
"But what is it?" I say, shrugging the harness farther up my shoulders. He barely turns his 
head but his eyes move. I hear snow breaking around us under tens of feet.
"Wolfdogs," he says, and I do not like the sound of his voice.
Then I see them, all around us, appearing up ahead and close behind, watching us. Their 
eyes are bright against the white of the new snow. One keeps its distance but walks at our side, 
watching, and I try not to look into its face, though I know the wolfdogs are looking into ours.
"The can smell the caribou," I say.
"We must not stop," he replies.
I don’t like the wolfdogs. They are as hungry as we are.
They stay in the shadows, closer to the trees, no sudden movements. I am grateful for the 
pack of arrows nestled behind me. My brother’s eyes look only straight ahead of us now. I know 
that he is aware of every wolfdog even though he is not looking at them, but his focus makes me 
uneasy.
"Do you wonder about our father?" I ask. He is quiet for a moment.
"All the time," he whispers.
"Do you think we have the same father?"
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"I don’t know," he says.
I wonder if it is possible that we have different fathers. We have the same chin, the same 
nose, but I don’t know if they came from our mother. I can barely remember her face.
"When I was a child she left us again," he says. "Grandmother took care of me until she 
came back, and then by then she had already had you. You were just small, tied around her 
chest."
"Where do you think she is?"
He sighs.
"I don’t know," he says. "I never knew."
And then he slips. The weight of the sled is wrenched to the side as my brother trips over 
a branch, hidden by the snow, and goes down, twisted in the harness. He cries out. The weight of 
the overturned sled hurtles me to my knees on the icy ground, arrows spilling out over my head, 
and the mess of straps keep me or my brother from getting up.
He is not hurt, but he is stuck.
The wolfdogs move. They start to close in around us in silver-white shadows, tails curled 
upward, ears perked, and my heart starts to pound. All of the bones in my body want to be free of 
the harness, to run, but instead I thrust my hands into the snow to recover my lost arrows. A 
black wolfdog bursts out of the trees and before I can right myself it has tugged one of the 
caribou’s back feet from under the blanket, bone splintering in the dog’s hungry maw.
My brother starts screaming and the sound is like no human sound I have ever heard. His 
voice is booming, bouncing off the boughs, echoing, pulling snow from branches. His scream is 
enough to still the dogs, if only for a moment, so I can get the rest of the arrows. A few of the 
dogs flatten their ears and flee back into the woods, but the rest of them are only waiting for me
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to fall. Like them I am stayed by the wildness in his voice and the wordless threat that came up 
from his belly and when he speaks to me it is almost like he is speaking with a new voice.
"Get up and pull the sled to your side," my brother calls. "If you can move it even a little 
I can get my leg out from underneath."
Some wolfdogs have started to come towards us and more of them will follow. Their 
teeth are yellow against the snow, and there is no uniformity in their fur or size which makes 
them all seem like a threat of their own.
"Get up," my brother shouts and as the dogs are getting closer I’m trying to stand, trying 
to figure out what has happened to the straps over my shoulders. I plunge the tip of my knife into 
the space in front of me as a heavy reddish female gets too close, but does not advance on me. I 
hold out my shaking arm and I untwist myself from the knot of straps. There are cracks in both 
my knees as I get to my feet and I rock my body to the side as hard as I can to move the sled. It is 
enough, and my brother reclaims his leg. The red wolfdog watches.
It takes my brother less time to get to his feet than it did me and then we are pulling, 
pulling, and there is no time to readjust the caribou in the sled. We must move. We must always 
move.
The leather straps rub tight against me. Sweat falls, and there are too many wolfdogs 
now. I turn my head to the back of the sled where the air is going in and out of a gray wolfdog’s 
mouth as it bites the exposed hooves, trying to pull the caribou’s body away from us.
"No!" I yell. My brother looks back too. He swears.
I struggle to get the arrow in the bow in time.
"I’ll keep pulling," my brother says, and when he looks at me his eyes look the most like 
our mother’s.
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I have to loosen the straps around my chest to get my dented bow in the right position.
My brother grunts as the burden of the sled’s weight comes to rest on his body, but he pulls still. 
The gray wolfdog’s mouth is wrapped around the caribou’s ankle and its whole hindquarter is no 
longer under the blanket. I fumble with the bow, scared, and the dog growls and bites as others 
of its kind join him with bared teeth.
"Shoot," my brother yells.
A wolfdog blue as night leaps and wraps her mouth around another hoof. I am not the 
stronger shooter. The gray dog has by now chewed the caribou’s back foot off before I set the 
bow on its strong, and I try to remember what my mother told us about blood.
I heave the bow up and pull it tight against me, freeing the arrow when I think the angle 
is right, praying that it is. I hit the gray wolfdog in the shoulder. It rolls over onto its still-good 
side, howling, snarling. The red female abandons her wary post and sends herself tumbling into 
the gray dog, teeth in its throat, claws cutting into its skin.
"Did you hit it?" my brother pants.
"Yes," I breathe. The other wolfdogs are distracted by the smell of the warm blood, 
enough to let us gain at least a small bit of distance. I shoot another arrow into the dog, into its 
foot, to make sure that it cannot get up. I aim again and fire into the skulls of the some other poor 
wolfdogs closest to me. I do not know which ones.
My brother says my name again.
The other dogs begin to ambush the wounded gray dog, snapping at each other, until the 
red dog opens the wounded dog’s throat out over the snow.
I tighten the harness straps over my chest and together my brother and I haul the sled 
forward. Snarls rip through the trees behind us and soon there is a dissonance of whines and
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howls and the crunching of bone. My brother tells me not to look back but I do: the rest of the 
dogs pour like smoke from the darkness to feast on the injured dogs, whose murky blood spouts 
into the night, whose wails will follow us home.
*
We keep ourselves moving as hard as we can. The wolfdogs are feasting on each other 
now, but that will not last for long. I do not know how long it is that we are traveling back 
through the woods but I think I can see summer, smell the fennel flowers, taste the sugar of 
berries on my tongue. Nothing in front of me is clear or true and I wonder about what my brother 
can do, how his screaming came to be so sharp. I could not have done it.
"Could our mother do that?" I ask, or at least I wanted to ask, but I do not know if I did.
"Yes," he says, or might have said.
When we finally see the lights of our grandmother’s house they look to me like someone 
has torn holes in the darkness. They are golden and hazy to me, maybe like burlap, maybe like a 
bleed. The muscles in my back are numb. My brother’s dark hair is matted to his face, his mouth 
hangs open. Later he will spit a shard of tooth out, broken from his fall.
We heave ourselves up the hill to the house where Grandmother is waiting for us. It never 
feels like we are any closer to where we have been going, but soon we are stopped in front of the 
house and I cannot even unlatch myself from the sled before I vomit on the ground in front of 
me. My brother lays his gloved hand on my shoulder and at first I think he is undoing the straps 
around my body to free me from the sled but then I understand that he is touching my arm, my 
back, petting me.
"I would have died without you," he says. I don’t know if I should smile, or if I do smile, 
but I will remember the way his voice sounds every winter after this.
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Our grandmother rushes from the house and gets us both out of the sled. She pulls us both 
into her thin arms and presses her fingers against our faces.
"Oh, you creatures," she says. Her breath smells like fennel.
My brother and I stretch our arms out over our heads until we regain use of our muscles. I 
want to cry when Grandmother commends us for our kill and says that it is a good animal, that it 
will last for a long time, that our mother herself never brought home a better beast. It is not true, 
could not possibly be true, but I can feel my own blood again.
We unlatch the leather bands and move the blankets from the sled and it takes all three of 
us to tie and pulley it up the big tree at the side of the house. I find the bucket for the animal 
blood; my brother cuts its throat to bleed what is left in its veins and my grandmother begins to 
cut into it. She is strong and hard, I think, with wide, callused hands and a face that is lined and 
sharp. She is proud of us, she says, for fighting for the bones we’ve brought.
She cuts the caribou’s groin with knives as sharp as teeth, around its legs, straight again. 
When the animal is free of blood we lay it on the ground. I set the bucket aside, careful not to 
spill, because I know we must always save the blood.
We peel the winter pelt from the caribou and remove its head, harvest its organs and turn 
them out onto the white ground where they steam. We crack its bones and joints and pull its 
limbs away, grunting, careful not to cut ourselves. Grandmother pauses and wipes a hand across 
her forehead, leaving a small trail of dark blood behind.
"We do okay, the three of us," she says.
I tuck my face into my heavy coat. The air smells of blood and sweat and hard frost. It is 
a familiar smell, a good smell, a smell that says to the land: you have not killed us yet. Bone dust
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surrounds us like a coarse fog in the yellow light. I feel warm now, like the golden light from the 
cabin is filling me. Everything is hazy, soft, and numb.
When she cuts deep enough into the skull Grandmother starts to saw from the back of its 
head at an angle until the blade meets its first cut. She pulls up and looses the enormous rack of 
caribou antlers from the bone. There is a narrow hole through the bone of the skull, a dark spot in 
the white bone.
"What happened here?" Grandmother asks.
"She killed it," my brother says, looking at me with a kind of smile I have never seen on 
his face before. "Right through the bone."
Grandmother smiles. She lifts the antlers up with outstretched arms, holding them in front 
of her. I laugh as she sets the antlers atop my head. My hands come up to hold them, and even 
through my gloves I can feel the thickness of them. We laugh.
"You look like a god," Grandmother says. I wonder if this is how gods feel.
The antlers cast a wide shadow on the ground. They rise high above my head and the 
shape of their tines is clear and dark on the dimpled snow. My fingers feel like a smaller set of 
antlers, a new growth, jagged angles and warm flesh over bone. I like the shadow I make.
I try to catch my brother’s eye because he is not laughing and then I see that he is staring 
out into the woods. I barely see the red wolfdog before she disappears into the trees, and then he 
looks at me as if to say, we don’t need to be afraid.
Clutching the antlers over my head I think that maybe we are like the wolfdog: a half- 
thing, not one, not another, but a breed the land has made us, with knives for teeth and moons for 
eyes. We could survive anything.
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We will suck the marrow from the caribou’s bones and eat it through the winter because 
we were the lucky ones this time. With the smell of the deer and the settling bone dust, our 
cheeks and limbs are red with cold. I bow and buck my head like a caribou, digging my feet into 
the ground. Grandmother claps her hands, encouraging me. I look to see if my brother is 
laughing too, but he isn’t.
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Spill
The Lord’s Committee for Wildlife Defense comes to us in the season when a school of 
whales passes our beach. Sometimes I can hear voices over the waves, over the whales. I like 
watching the big gray backs bob up and down in the sea. I like their broomlike nonteeth and the 
way they sing to each other, the way they swim together. But the Committee says that the waters 
are receding and soon, kelp will rise like dried trees and the rains will stop, and the blood of the 
fish will turn murky with salt, and our mothers will wipe sea-tears from our dirty cheeks as the 
whole world turns to a dusty, waterless husk. The Committee says less about wildlife and more 
about doom. Don't you understand, they say, what will happen to all God's creatures? Don't you 
understand about the end?
The Committee does not tell us what will happen to our blood, to our bodies, and I am 
left to wonder. Our fingers are stained white with salt-water and puckered from fishing. We 
know the sea and the bones of all fish. We throw our dead off one cliff and catch fish from the 
beach under another other.
The Committee is just a man and a woman, and over their dark suits they wear bright teal 
windbreakers. Salt air collects in their hair, clings to the woman’s skirt. They walk together 
along the beach and never tell us where they come from. Their voices are soft and light like 
they’ve never breathed salt.
When they first come I am wrapped in a blanket, high up on the beach in my secret spot 
where I can watch the whales best. Neither the man or the woman notice me, but the bright 
whiteness of their skin radiates against the roughed-out cliffsides that rise over our beach and I 
can’t look away. The woman has hair like light; it is a color whose name I do not know. They are
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tall and thin and the man has a fluffy, clean mustache, and their eyes are so pale that they glitter 
in the daylight like scales. When the man and the woman pass me, I drop my blanket and follow.
"I guess we didn’t need to bring holy water. This stuff will dry the sin out of you," the 
windblown man says as they walk, rubbing salt between his fingers. His laughter carries through 
the salty breeze. They walk into the village together where the adults are shrouded in hot steam 
from the oyster pots. Strangers don’t pass through here very much and when they do we leave 
each other alone. We see boats out in the water sometimes, but we paddle around and ignore 
them. I catch sight of my mother cleaning fish with her sharp knives at the edge of the village. 
She is an expert fisher, and spends all her time at sea, working. Now, when she sees me and the 
strangers, she keeps cleaning.
I linger behind the man and the woman so they don’t see me. They are beautiful and 
strange and I wonder what they smell like. They stand at the edge of the village and say hello to 
everyone, but no one says hello back.
"We are here with a mission from the Lord," the woman says. A few people look up at 
the sound of her glassy voice. "The earth is drying out, and there won’t be any animals soon. We 
are here to help."
But people turn away again. We already believe in the sea and its infinity, in its bounty, 
and we always have. We believe in boats and bivalves, in what we can do with our hands. When 
my mother talks to me sometimes she talks about the day when I will throw her into the water, 
wrapped in a blanket, and how grateful she will be for the rest. The adults, who already hold 
these things to be true, let their faces drop as the strangers speak, let their interest sag; but the 
woman’s voice to me is like whalesong. The surf mumbles on the shore and the air blows against
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our ears. It is autumn and there is a bite this close to the water. The sounds of fish work starts to 
hum again.
Being discounted like this doesn’t seem to bother the Committee, who smile their stark 
smiles as faces turn away. Their bright windbreakers ruffle. The woman opens her purse and 
takes out a little brightly-colored box, wrapped in red ribbon. She opens it and tucks the lid 
underneath, offering what’s inside.
"All little ones like candy," she says, and she is right: from behind the adults little faces 
peer out with wide, blinking eyes. The inside of the box beams in blue, pink, and yellow. The 
colors are brighter and richer than most of us have ever seen.
"Come on," she says. "I can’t eat all these myself. Come get some."
Slowly, children start towards her from the village. The adults crack crab and club the 
heads of silver fish.
I stay where I am and watch as the other children pluck them from the fancy box: they are 
each wrapped individually, and round like sugary moons. The newcomers introduce themselves: 
they are Sandra and Mitchell, and their message is good. I whisper her name to myself.
"You like the fishies, don’t you?" Mitchell says gently to the children. Some of them nod 
their heads, marveling at the wrapping. I wonder what it tastes like but I stay where I am.
"You count on them." It isn’t a question. The kids nod again, and Sandra offers them 
more candy.
"Then we’ll count on you," she says.
The quiet sounds of fishing carry on around us. I am still looking at Sandra and Mitchell;
I have never seen skin so light and smooth, or hair so straight and fine; even the roundness of 
their words is new to me, the way their tongues clip and roll like they are eating candy too.
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Sandra and Mitchell start to walk through the village again. Some of the kids follow 
them, hoping for more candy. Sandra walks up to a group of women circled around an oyster pot, 
steaming today’s catch. When the boiling steam catches her in the face, she simply tucks her hair 
behind her ear and smiles.
"How do you cook your oysters?" she asks pleasantly, but none of the women respond. I 
see their eyes linger on Sandra’s face, but their conversation with one another never pauses. She 
moves to try her luck with an old man who mostly ignores her too. I see Mitchell walk towards a 
woman with a baby, but when he starts to talk to the baby she turns her back to him, cracking a 
crab’s leg. Sandra and Mitchell try to talk with a few other people, but no one is interested in 
their conversation, in their mission. When Sandra runs out of candy the other children disperse 
like minnows and disappear back into the nooks and crannies they come from. I am the only one 
still listening.
When Sandra begins to pull candies from the pocket of her windbreaker and drop them 
onto the beach, I know she has seen me following behind. I pick one out of the sand and 
unwrapped it, finally feeling the funny crinkle of the plastic wrap. The candy is bright pink and 
round like a sugary moon, decorated in little swirls, and its tartness is like a shock to my tongue; 
but the shock doesn’t last, and in a few seconds the flavor mellows. The candy is the first thing I 
have ever eaten that doesn’t taste like salt, and I find its bright sweetness a kind of mystery. My 
tongue turns dark with sugar.
Sandra turns around and bids me come closer, gesturing with a candy-full palm. She lets 
me approach slowly, smiling as I come to her. She kneels and shakes my hand as if I am an 
adult.
"What’s your name, shy one?" she asks.
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"Benny."
Out of the corner of my eye I see Mitchell prepare to join us, but Sandra stays him with 
her hand. Her eyes never leave my face.
"I wonder if you can do something for me, Benny." Her pale eyes glitter at me like fish
scales.
"Can you take the rest of these sweets? If I take them home with me I’ll eat them." She 
holds out her hand to me again. The shiny wrappers crinkle, and slowly I take them from her.
She smiles and her teeth are just as bright, and the hand she brushes through my hair is soft and 
gentle. Sandra lowers her palm and Mitchell appears at her side.
"Hello, little man," he says, rubbing his thumb through his mustache. I am just working 
up the power to speak when the voices of the women circled around the oyster pot grow loud and 
irritated. The three of us turn around at the sound.
"They won’t open!" one of them shouts. "They’re all spoiled!"
They grumble noisily and make one of the women, a younger girl, haul the heavy pot 
down towards the water and dump the cleaned, closed shells into the sea. She grunts the whole 
way. The other women scold her: you shouldn’t have fished so close to the shore, they say, you 
should have known better.
Sandra places her hand on my shoulder and her touch is friendly. Where my mother’s 
hands are rough and thick hers are so small. I pop another candy into my mouth.
"We have to go now," Sandra says. She zips her windbreaker up to her throat.
"We’ll be seeing you," Mitchell says. They turn to walk away.
"Are you coming back?" I ask, surprised at the weak sound coming from my own throat.
"Oh, yes," Mitchell says, craning his neck to answer.
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They walk together up the beach the way they had come before, disappearing around the
bend of a rocky cliff. I suck candy and feel her fingers in my hair for a long time after.
*
Later I show my mother, Miriam, my red tongue. We are in the house, hanging fish from 
the beams to dry. I offer a candy to her and hope that she will take it, but she doesn’t.
"I don’t like sweet things," she says, and hooks a fish through its mouth.
"They were really nice," I say. I struggle with my own hook. I do this every day, but this 
fish is smaller than most, and I can’t find the right spot.
"Don’t get too attached. They won’t stay long."
"But they said they were coming back."
Mother starts to hum a sailor song she likes.
She takes the fish from me and thrusts the sharp hook through its mouth with ease, and 
hangs it from the beam with the others.
*
In a few days Sandra and Mitchell come back. This time they bring a big bag of beautiful 
oysters, cleaned and ready to cook. Their teal windbreakers are bright against our saltwhite land. 
I step out the front door of my mother’s shanty and catch sight of Sandra’s golden hair. I don’t 
like the way she has tied it tightly up at the back of her head.
"We remembered about the pot of spoiled ones," Mitchell says. "We thought we could
help."
One of the oyster women, the one who had been soundly scolded, is cleaning the few that 
had been caught that morning, and looks up from the table where she works. Her hands are 
cracked and dry from cleaning the fresh oysters she has been made to catch. The light in her eyes
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moves like shadows, wary, uncertain; but I see them flash. Her attention has been snapped up as 
if by a net.
Mitchell walks the bag of oysters over to her. The girl stands and when he offers them, 
she tentatively accepts. The other oyster women watch. There is a long silence before the girl 
holding the oysters speaks.
"Thank you," she says, and another woman gets the big boiling pot ready.
"Can I help?" Mitchell asks, and wordlessly the girl with the oysters makes room at the 
work table.
Farther down the beach, Sandra pulls a fresh box of candies out of her purse, and the 
children’s little heads all pop up just as they did before. This time the candies are made of 
smooth chocolate, decorated on top with glimmering silver sugar. They are gone in almost no 
time at all, but this time some of the children stay close to her. One of the littlest boys reaches up 
to touch her hand.
I close the door to my mother’s shanty. She left early in the morning to fish far out in the 
surf, as she always does, but I close it gently anyway. I walk down the beach, lingering a little 
until Sandra motions the box of chocolates at me.
"Hello, Benny," she says, and the sound of my name in her mouth is sweet too. A little 
girl with whiteblonde hair, younger than me, offers a white shell to Sandra, who seems genuinely 
flattered.
"What a pretty thing," she says. "Can you show me where this came from?"
The little girl nods vigorously and waddles down to the water where the tide is coming in 
gently, quietly. She stomps in the wet sand and Sandra follows her, removing her shoes. I follow 
too. The water is bitingly cold, but I am used to it. I think Sandra must be too because she
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doesn’t even seem to feel it. Her ankles are bone-white against the water. But because her soft 
feet are bare in the water, it is easy for her to miss the sharp rocks that lie beneath. She cries out 
when she steps on one, and raises her foot so she can inspect the pad. I look over to see a trickle 
of blood turn the droplets of water pink. A flap of skin has curled around a dark wound, but just 
as blood starts to come forth more freely, the wound closes itself. It gets smaller and smaller 
until it’s gone.
When I was littler I cut myself on a fish hook. I still have the scar on my finger, but 
Sandra does not seem to have scars.
I watch, mesmerized. She looks over at me and extends her foot like she wants me to see 
it healing so quickly. She smiles slyly at me and dips it back into the water. A silence follows.
A little candlefish swims up to my feet and starts to circle my toes. I wiggle them and the 
little fish pokes me with his tiny face. I giggle a little, and Sandra smiles.
"He likes you," she says. "Wouldn’t you want to help him, if he needed you to?"
I told her that I would, but that he seemed okay to me.
"He does need your help," she says softly. "All the animals do."
"How come?"
The little girl flops over into the sand, clapping her hands into the water.
"The end of the world is coming," Sandra says. I look out into the gray rolling sea while 
she talks. She says that all of us good people will go up into heaven, and a great evil will come 
from below. The animals, she says, won’t go to heaven, and they will suffer tremendous torture 
after we are gone. We won’t be able to save them then.
"So what do we do?" I ask.
"We make sure there aren’t any animals for the Devil to hurt."
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I try to imagine a world without the animals I know: fish, bugs, whales, deer, housecats, 
shrimp, crabs, but I can’t.
"What will happen to the animals if we don’t save them?"
"A whole lot of very, very bad things."
I am starting to get frightened. We need the fish to live. I like the fish, and I don’t want 
them to get hurt.
"I want to help," the little girl says as she rolls around in the small waves.
"Of course you do," Sandra says. "Come here. I’ll show you."
The girl rises unsteadily to her feet and stands next to me. Sandra bends down and gently 
scoops up the candlefish that is swimming around my toes. She holds it in her palm like precious 
bounty, and its tail flickers back and forth. Then Sandra smashes her palms together hard, 
rubbing them, grinding up the little fish in between them.
She opens her hands and the fish comes apart in pieces.
"Quick and painless," she says. She bends again to rinse her hands, and the dead fish 
parts float at the surface. They attract more candlefish and soon, they are swarming around our 
feet.
"Can you do that?" Sandra asks, and the little girl scoops up and smashes a fish of her
own.
When I crush a fish up in my hands its guts feel slimy against my skin. Its tiny delicate 
bones prick me, and I feel a sense of relief when it goes still. I drop its body into the water where 
the other fish swim to consume it. I don’t like the feeling of it, the wiggly fish, its wet insides, 
but Sandra looks so happy and proud of me. She calls me by name. I like to see her smile.
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The little girl laughs as she crushes up fishes. Sandra laughs too, and at the sound the 
other village children appear. Soon, all of we children are standing in the surf, smashing fish 
between our hands or stomping them into the sand. Sandra tells us she is proud, that we are 
helping them. We must bear this burden that the animals will not suffer, she says.
"Look at all these fish you have saved," she says. "Tell your parents. We would like them 
to help, too."
We promise that we will.
Silver body parts sparkle in the water, floating against our ankles, getting stuck between 
our toes.
*
That night when I tell my mother about what we did with the fish, she frowns. She is 
running the edge of a knife backwards over the bodies of soles, littering the table with little 
scales that shine a thousand colors and pop bright in the candlelight.
"Uh-huh," she says. "Don’t do that too much. We need the fish."
She doesn’t look up and her hands work like machines over the fish. I remember Sandra’s 
gentle smile and press on, even though my throat feels scratchy.
"But Sandra says we were helping."
"Helping?"
"She says that when we all go up to heaven the animals will suffer a lot. She says that we 
have to kill them nicely, so they won’t get hurt after we’re gone."
"Sounds funny to me."
"It’s true!"
"You believe her?"
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I swallow hard and realize Mother is looking at me. Her face is craggy and rough and the 
dark hair she keeps braided behind her is tight and greasy with salt air. Her eyes are dark. It is the 
first time she has looked at me today, in a week, in forever.
"Yes," I say, and my palms tingle.
"Okay," she says, and wipes the flat of the knife on the edge of the table to clean it. She 
whistles and starts on in on the flank of a different fish.
"These fish are all so sick. Look at them, hardly any meat. I don’t know if we can even 
eat them." She holds the frail body of a sole in her hands. Its eyes are cloudy, its color dull.
"Get me that big pot on the stove," she says. She looks intently at the fish body in a way 
she never looks at me.
I go through the shanty into the kitchen. I grab hold of the empty pot but it seems so 
much heavier than I can bear.
*
In the morning I leave my mother’s house to walk down to the beach, but I see Sandra 
and Mitchell down in the village. They are surrounded by a few of the adults whose arms are 
folded. I see Sandra pull her windbreaker tighter against herself. Mitchell’s hands are folded 
neatly behind his back, and his voice is strong and clear. He is explaining their hallowed purpose 
to the adults, that if they save the animals from torture, they will ascend into heaven. He is 
talking of horrors in the world: of blood and bile and death, of a dried earth, of broken bones and 
souls.
To his left I see the oyster girl, looking very pretty with her hair brushed and decorated in 
shells. Her face is white.
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I recognize some of the people there as the parents of the other children, the ones who 
helped kill the fish. The children must have kept their promise to Sandra.
"This sounds impossible," one of the men says. "The fish are all fine."
"They aren’t," the oyster girl says. "That whole pot I pulled up was spoiled. All of them. 
Wouldn’t even open. That’s never happened before."
"That doesn’t mean the world is ending," the big man says. "That’s just nature."
"Are you willing to wait and see?" Mitchell says, and the big man does not reply.
"It has already begun. We’re doing what we can, spreading the message, but we need
help."
"I don’t know about all this," a woman says. "It just seems absurd."
Sandra tucks her hair behind her ear. Even though her face is smooth and calm, the 
twinge of her mouth tells me she is frustrated.
Suddenly I find myself among the circle of adults, between them and Sandra.
"My mother’s fish," I say. "She was cleaning them last night and she said they looked 
sick. She had to go back out this morning to get more because we couldn’t eat them."
Sandra’s eyes light up softly at me. She is glad that I am talking, I can tell.
"What was wrong with them?" the oyster girl asks.
"They were all pale and fragile," I say. "Their fins came apart like paper. We couldn’t eat
them."
"Now, that is strange," the man says. "Miriam knows what she’s doing. It’s not like her to 
get a bad catch."
Sandra beams at me and I feel it between my ribs, all around my heart.
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"It’s just a matter of time before something worse happens," Sandra says, and no one 
counters her. The waves roll heavy and white beyond us.
Just then, the enormous backs of gray whales begin to rise and fall in the far sea. Their 
bodies break the surface and send showers of seaspray upward. It sounds to me like they are 
laughing, or maybe crying; but they are together, moving, diving. I imagine the heft of their tails 
splitting the water from itself below, the giant trail of white bubbles that follow them. I wonder 
where they are going. Somewhere warmer, I guess, but I don’t know where that is.
Next to me Sandra makes an ooh sound. She presses her pale hand to her chest and I 
wonder how her heart beats under her skin. I lean closer to her because I believe that she must 
smell good, like clean linen, like candy or sweets, but she doesn’t. She smells like nothing.
"I wish I could see them better," she says. The group gathers and we all watch the whales 
together from the even level of the beach. I remember my secret spot, high up, and I give 
Sandra’s hand a gentle tug.
"You can," I say, and while the others watch the whales I lead her down the beach toward 
the rocky height.
"Where are we going, Benny?" she asks. She struggles to get up the cliff, and because 
I’m smaller and used to the terrain, I’m faster. I reach the top of the hill before she does, and I’m 
glad, because the whales look so beautiful from here. I want her to see. Finally she makes it to 
the top, breathing hard, and the moment she turns and looks out at the water I puff up with 
golden pride.
The whales are playing with each other, bobbing and swirling. They’re having fun, and 
we can see everything from where we stand. They’re huge and familiar to me, and I can’t help
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but smile as I watch. Sandra’s arms hang at her sides. I wonder if she has ever even seen real 
whales.
"God’s creatures are fantastic," she says. "It’s so sad, really, what’s going to happen."
I don’t know what to say so I tell her how I love the whales.
"I feel like they’re my friends," I say. "I watch them every time." She sits down on the 
rocks, hugging her knees.
"They’re important to you."
"Yes."
"They deserve to be saved, don’t they?" she says kindly, turning her head to look at me. 
They do, I say.
"I thought we were going to lose them. The adults, I mean. I still don’t know if they 
believe. I don’t know if they care about the animals like you and I do."
"I don’t know," I say. "I heard them talking. I think some of them care."
"The oceans set to boil, the wrath of hell. That is what awaits all the fish."
"That’s bad," I say, and then feel stupid for having said it. But it is bad, she agrees, and 
says that it’s important that we get all the people to believe what she and Mitchell are saying.
"Maybe I can help. They listened, about my mother’s fish," I tell her. "Maybe they’ll 
believe if I talk to them."
Sandra looks pleasantly surprised.
"You would do that for us?" I nod. "That's very kind of you." I beam and blush.
She tells me she has a better idea. She tells me that, in a few days, she and Mitchell think 
they have something that will help make them believe.
"Would you like to help?" she asks, and her fair hair looks somehow prettier in the wind.
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"Yes," I say, happy that she has asked me.
"It's important that you not tell anybody else about this," she says and touches my cheek.
I like having secrets with her; it is sweet and new, like pink candy, and Sandra looks at me when
she talks. I promise not to tell anyone. It is enough for me just to be near her.
*
When night comes a few days after, I meet Sandra and Mitchell down at the far end of 
the beach, as she asked. They are surrounded by enormous silver barrels that gleam under the 
silver scaly moon, whose silver color looks like it’s leaking downward into the ribbonlike waves 
of the ocean. It is just the three of us, and I don’t know how they lifted the heavy barrels onto the 
rocks between them. I don’t ask, which is alright because Mitchell lifts one like it’s a feather. He 
doesn’t even strain. I touch the outside of the drums: they are full of something, and I know I 
couldn’t lift one even if I tried. Sandra tells me it’s okay that I just watch. My being there, she 
says, is more important than anything, because it shows that I care, that I believe. Something is 
written on the sides of the barrels but I don’t know what it says.
"Let's help some critters," Mitchell says, and together he and Sandra hoist the barrel onto 
its side. A thick black sap spills out into the water. It smells like rubber and smoke and as I peek 
down over the rocks, I see in the moonlight that the water has started to cloud over, to bubble. A 
film spreads.
"What is it?" I ask. Mitchell shifts the barrel as it empties.
"It’s what will make people trust us," he says. When the barrel runs dry he and Sandra 
start on a second, a third, a fourth. Along the surface, little fish bodies have begun to spring up, 
moonlight bouncing on their glittery underbellies. Sandra starts laughing.
33
"It’s working," she says as more and more fish start to pop up on the water. "Look at all 
the little souls we're saving." Mitchell reaches over and grabs her hand tightly and she lets him.
"See?" he says to me without looking. "This is the good work you've witnessed. Those 
are little fishies that won’t see the great evil at the end."
Below us the bodies of fish pop up and up. A seabird tries to flit up from the surface of 
the water but I see its shadow in the moonlight, fluttering, failing against the sky. I hear it crash 
back into the ocean, croaking. The water starts to reek, to slosh thickly against itself.
I feel like cloudy water too, like my underbelly is touching open air. I lick the salt off my 
fingers and suddenly I want to be away from Mitchell and his clean mustache and Sandra’s 
unsmell. The oil that they themselves put into the water will spread all night, will seep deep 
down into the waves. Mitchell and Sandra chatter happily to each other as they turn the sea 
below black, and it’s just them, they are the ones who bring the darkness; but could have been a
storm, it could have been an evil, and it wouldn’t have been any different.
*
In the morning the beach is black and the water is greasy and slow. The bodies of birds 
break up the tide, soiled feathers litter the sand. A handful of people walk along the beach, 
waiting to see what each new wave will bear to land. Some of them are trying to wipe oil from 
gulls and turtles and feet step over or smash dead little fish. Not many animals have died, but the 
ones that have are coated in dark, rubbery sludge that we salt people cannot wipe away. Black 
film floats farther away into the surf, past the land, out into the open ocean. Everything along the 
beach, even the rocks, are stained. It's like a picture: gray sky, dark sketch of sea, people who are 
ready for things to go back to the way they were.
34
I am surprised to find my mother down on the beach, my mother whom I see only in 
candlelight, only as a shape in the gloomy house. She is talking to Sandra who is all whiteness 
and light, and next to her my mother looks dark and heavy with her salt-bitten skin and sea- 
stained hands. When I approach them my mother reaches over and wraps an arm around my 
shoulders, hugging me to her. I feel cold under her new touch.
"You were right to tell them about my fish," she says.
Sandra smiles at me but her smile is different, like it is satisfied, like it laughs privately at 
a joke no one has told. When she turns toward the sea the reflection of the tar on the ground fills 
the corners of her pale eyes and it looks, just for a moment, like they have gone all black.
I glimpse a lone whale, a small straggler, struggling to breathe out in the surf. Not enough 
air can escape through its muck-clogged blowhole. I cry out and move, but my mother tightens 
her hold; she leans down to kiss me on the top of my head and it feels like my ribs are pushing 
in, like my tongue is lost in slippery oil.
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Domestication
In the still morning when Price goes to wake his daughter for school, he finds instead a 
rumpled duvet, a pillow vomiting feathers, and a pile of wood-dust under the open window. 
Sunlight is reluctant and pale, more darklight than day, and the cold draft bears the smell of 
dying foliage and smoke into the house. Price's skin begins to prickle and tonight, when he goes 
to sleep, a far-away howl will circle his ears like an insect.
"Eveline?"
With passing slowness he peers under her bed, behind her tattered teal curtains. When he 
opens the stuffed closet he thinks briefly that she could have died in there and he never might 
have known. The bathroom is empty and dry, the yard morning-quiet, and the chrome on her 
bicycle reflects nothing new. The kitchen keeps no smell of recent food. The floral-print sofa is 
cool to the touch. Price finds a long brown hair on the arm of a chair and holds it to his breast, 
twirls it between his fingers.
He calls the school to see if she has gone in early, as she sometimes does when she is 
bored at home. She is often bored, as school holds little interest for her, and her few friends do 
not come around often. Once he bought her Scattergories for her birthday to see if it would 
amuse her but she used the timer to limit his replies when they argued. While he waits for a 
school administrator on the phone he stays motionless in case Evey comes in to time his 
conversation, waits to hear her thudding down the stairs, stares at the lawn to see if she will come 
creeping up at its edges.
The voice that comes is crisp and unwilling. Price thinks he can hear tart cherry lipstick 
slip-slide down the line.
37
"I can't find my daughter," he explains.
"Did you check your house?"
"That is a stupid fucking question."
Price shakes at his own boldness and on his second call back a different woman tells him 
that they have already heard his sister's message about Evey's illness, that she is home sick.
"She must have forgotten to tell me," he says.
"Maybe she's catching what your daughter has."
Price, well-versed in being an only child, sighs into the line. He issues an apology meant 
for the first administrator. His hands begin to sweat and swell. He does not remember having 
heard Evey make the phone call.
The day passes in gray and blur. Price, who has made his living as a craftsman, a trade 
for which sweaty hands simply will not do, decides to put them to work. He makes coffee, builds 
a chair, cleans his tools. He does not call anyone. He waits and takes a bath to rinse away the 
sawdust. He leaves the door wide open and calls her name from the water. When he is clean 
again, he drinks weak tea with shaking hands.
The sun has died and given rise to a friendless, hollow dark. He lays the wood out on the 
patio and assembles his tools under the orange glow of the lanterns. Moths and little bugs fly into 
his face, buzz against the lights. The night thrums with secret life he has never heard of, and 
nothing feels like home.
Then the clattering of the shed door cuts across the patio and through Price's insides. The 
sound is as familiar to him as his heartbeat, as the popping of his own bones. He starts to move 
toward her and a new stickiness forms on his eyes. Whimpers steam from the shed into his skin, 
and it all feels tight and like it’s falling. He steals cautiously across the stone, mindful of his boot
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noise. He opens the shed door and finds Evey curled around the bandsaw table, almost naked and 
terribly torn. Blood swirls around her body and leaks under the machinery. Her eyes are closed 
and stay that way when he picks her up and carries her into the house.
His heart thunders and breaks.
She whimpers in a new way when he reaches for his car keys and cries senselessly; the 
shrill knife of her voice gets higher and higher and louder and louder when he tries to take her 
outside again and the only thing that will quiet her is to promise not to take her out, to sit with 
her and pet her long hair. He cleans the broad, deep gashes in her back, picks dried blood from 
her brow and bandages her. It is a long time before she lies still.
For three days she snarls in her sleep.
When she awakes on the fourth day he is with her and when she raises her eyelids for the 
first time, he thinks he sees two colors in her irises. Price moves to check her wounds and 
prepares a new set of bandages but finds that her wounds, those ugly sneers deep in her flesh 
have all but healed over.
"Tell me what this is," he says. He is full of questions but can get no answers from her.
He demands to take her to the doctor, but she bares her teeth at him and he doesn't know what 
that means.
"I don't know how I'd start," she says.
"What if you had died?"
"I might still."
He finds himself without words, even the wrong ones, already.
Soon her broken body and the silence she keeps so tightly tied around it become the 
secret in the rafters he does not dare to name. Evey goes back to school and doesn’t eat lunch,
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weathers the suspicion of her peers. She wears long sleeves and throws away her hair ties, and 
hides from him in their own house.
Price does not know which cuts deepest: when he was home without her and could not 
account for her absence, or when she returned but did not wholly come back to him; or even the 
fact of her gone-ness and the new and stunted hush that followed after.
Evey had been funny before. She made jokes, she cooked, she annoyed him. Now she is 
up all night rustling in the house. He catches her staring at her teeth in the mirror. He finds 
scratchmarks in the wood floor. She begs him for money for tweezers. She pees in the corners of 
her room, and he has had to buy puppy pads from Petco because she can't seem to remember 
why it is so essential that she pee in the toilet. The high school calls and complains of her 
behavior.
"She scratches herself all through my lessons. She gnaws on things. She licks the other 
students."
Price arranges for Evey to start speaking with the school therapist, but this understanding 
falls through when Evey’s soft, insistent snarling discomfits the therapist past her willingness to 
listen.
Price tries to confront Evey about these things but she raises her lips at him and bares her 
teeth. He has learned that this means to drop the topic. He has had to learn a lot of new things 
about his daughter recently, like he had barely known her before at all. Quite at a loss, he starts 
looking into other institutions he thinks might be able to help. He Googles offices and calls his 
insurance provider for recommendations, but never knows exactly what to say to the shadow at 
the other end of the line. They think he is the crazy one.
"I'm telling you, I swear, I think she's sprouting quills on her throat."
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"Humans don't do that, Mr. Bell. How are you feeling today?"
Every time, Price holds down the hook and sobs into the receiver.
Some time after Evey's wounds have left nothing but a jagged kiss on her skin, Price 
finds her gone again. His insides turn to jelly and the moisture in his mouth evaporates, and he 
can't understand the bright release in his stomach. He starts to call her name but can't because his 
voice vanishes like steam and seeps into the air. He glances out the window into the dawn and 
the grass and he sees her, walking on all fours. She stops and squats on her haunches in a way he 
has never seen her do, and raises her back foot to scratch the side of her face. It is the body of a 
girl with hound’s teeth, widening ears, silver fur behind them. Her feet are bare and long and 
something dark is smeared across her mouth; her ears rotate and he finds himself unable to make 
sense of it, but unwilling to turn away. Price braces his hands against the back of the sofa and 
watches his daughter move across the land on black-nailed hands. Her shadow is long and 
hackled.
Price grabs his coat and slips out the back door. He follows her as quietly as he can, 
wondering if she can hear him, what her body tells her. He suppresses hot bile all the way 
through the woods, up to the blood orange grove. When he comes upon her his feet have gone 
numb and the frames of his glasses iced over. The lenses fog over with every breath.
Thirty feet in front of him Evey has an orange and a wet face. She rocks back and forth 
on bent legs next to a patch of newly overturned soil, sucking the citrus out of the fruit. He can 
smell it from where he stands: it is fragrant and saccharine and does nothing to soothe the acid in 
his body. Evey paws dirt over the mound with one hand and drains the fruit with the other. Her 
hair is dirty and full of twigs. Juice runs down her face.
"Evey?"
41
She doesn't move but the eyes she turns on him glow yellow in the birthing sun. She 
raises her lips and plunges her teeth into the succulent flesh of the orange, tearing the fibers apart 
as if it were a living thing. Her ears tip back and flatten at his voice. Price tries to wiggle his own 
to see if he can get them to flatten too, but they won't.
Price watches the thick of the orange slide in a bulge down her throat.
"I have never wanted to be outside this much," she says and shifts her gaze to the soft 
soil. "Everything is so bright now."
Where Evey's eyes land Price makes out the narrow ridges of a deer's body, stretched 
peacefully under the leaves. A wide gash across its throat frees skin from muscle. He catches the 
smell of blood through the fruit, and the bend of the deer's legs suggests that it is still running.
"Was this you?"
"I think she had a baby," Evey says.
Price sits on the ground next to her and folds his knees. He catches another glimpse of the 
paling scars on Evey's shoulders through her t-shirt.
"We'll have to bury it," Price says. "Other animals might come."
"I didn't know this is what it meant," she says. Price reaches for her and she at last comes 
to him, spilling human tears.
*
The deer is their first burial. The spicy fullness of oranges and dirt carries the scent of 
blood away and the air clears as they walk to the house together.
Evey stays near him that night like she remembers herself. Will you watch a movie with 
me, she asks, then fidgets through it; will you make a snack, and eats only the deli slices off the 
plate; will you tell me something, and turns her ears away at any sound she hears but his voice.
42
Things are different for a little while after the deer. Evey closes the bathroom door and 
asks for a new roll of toilet paper. She brushes her hair and the school stops calling. She eats all 
of her sandwiches, if reluctantly, and tells him goodnight, and he starts to think he might be able 
to bowl some nights on the weekends, like he might order a well-deserved beer. He and Evey go 
to a movie and she keeps her claws to herself. She asks him homework questions and calls her 
friends. He calls his, too.
Then on a Thursday night as he is working in the shed he goes into the kitchen for orange 
juice. He fills the glass and looks up to see his daughter skulking along the overgrown property 
line where the yard meets the first trees of the forest, a young fawn split at the throat hoisted over 
her brawny shoulder, crying blood down her back.
Price sets the orange juice and goes to find the shovels. This time, they leave the tools in 
the blood orange grove.
*
Price feels that the young park ranger who comes to his door needs a haircut as a matter 
of some urgency. A ponytailed tuft of the wild tawny hay curls down a beige shirt bearing name 
and title. No hat, loose trousers. Price adjusts his own neutral slacks.
"You've got some monstrous Virginia creepers on this property. Did you know?" Price 
did not. "They need to come down," the ranger continues.
Price opens the door and offers coffee. The ranger declines and chooses to look about 
him, wide-eyed, and admires much of Price's woodwork and the damage some of the pieces have 
sustained.
"So, Virginia creepers?" Price asks.
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"They're pretty poisonous and they're all over the back of this neighborhood," he says. 
"We're worried for the wildlife."
"The wildlife," Price says. He asks if he needs to hire someone to take care of the weeds, 
but the park ranger offers to do it himself.
"I don't mind," he says. "Can I come back next week?"
Price agrees and walks the ranger out to his truck.
"You know, Mr. Bell," he says as he opens the driver's-side door, "there are some weird 
animal prints in this area. I don't know what to make of it. The Virginia creepers might not even 
be the problem--people's pets have been going off into the woods and they haven't come back."
"No?"
"Just a word of caution. Keep your pets inside for now, if you've got them."
"Just a dog," he says. "I'll watch for her."
The ranger shakes Price's hand and Price can hear the groan of his truck over the gravel 
for miles.
Price tries to smile but finds himself wondering about the wildlife, if he has cleaned up 
the dirt from last night's burial with Evey. She has begun to take animals in greater numbers, but 
there is less of each one to bury; deer and hares and housecats, whose bells they snip off and 
keep in a cabinet drawer, have fewer and fewer parts now to put in the ground. Price was 
particularly started by the half a lynx Evey brought to the grove, over whom she blushed and 
seemed not unimpressed with herself. The animals always come with tears in their throats, 
wasted of blood. He does not ask how it is done, with what new muscles she bears their bodies
from the woods. He did not ask what happened to the other half of the lynx.
*
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As he lies in bed that night, after he and Evey bury another deer, he thinks about 
darkness. His darkness, he feels, is not the same darkness as Eveline's. In his darkness he is 
clumsy and stubs his toes and swears; it holds things from him and makes him strain to listen, 
renders his glasses and his human bones useless and weak. He could be anybody in the dark, but 
he is nobody. It is different, he thinks, for Evey: he has seen her move at night like she is part of 
it, like they are the same creature. He can see her eyes glow from the dusky forest sometimes and 
knows it is her because of the brightness that was not there before. Her hair has grown longer 
and darker and it catches up twigs and leaves, and her dirt- and dust-stained skin has turned gray 
and tough. She covers her body in black and brown and other dark things and paints her eyelids 
to keep her peers from seeing the way her irises have changed. The darkness does not tell Price 
that when the lights are out she knows he cannot see her, and she licks the wounds she gets from 
animal fights he doesn't know she's won.
In the days after the ranger first comes Price sees Evey less and less. He hears her leave 
in the mornings and come back in the afternoons, but more often he hears the rumors in the trees 
and the screams of birds. The school administrator calls again in her wire-tight cherry-stain 
voice.
"About your daughter," she says. "Why won't she wear shoes? Why are her feet like
that?"
The sound of her voice is the sound of Price's envy. He envies his friends with hairless 
children and tells them he adopted a cat to explain the fur on his clothes. He envies their quiet 
lives, their drivers' ed courses and talks about condoms. Their sixteen-year-olds don't sniff out 
raw meat.
*
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It is a Friday afternoon when Price finds Evey crying over the bathroom sink. He hears 
her animal moans from the work shed, and the sniveling howls spill from under the doors and 
through the windows. At first he mistakes it for the neighbor's shepherd but behind the 
whimpering he hears her voice, remembers the way she cried when they had to put the old family 
beagle, Happy, down.
He goes inside and knocks on the bathroom door. It takes some pleading and sweet­
voiced attention before she will open the door. When she does Price finds her with a bleeding 
hand and a bottle of spilled magenta nail polish.
"I wanted them to look like they used to," she cries. "They made fun of my nails in class.
I didn't know what to say."
Price wipes her face clean and gently takes her hand. She has clipped her claws too-far 
down and blood dribbles out of them; pink polish runs down her arm and dries there. Even the 
frayed dew-claw on her wrist is cut and bleeding. The bathroom floor is littered in torn pieces of 
her black claws. Her hands look stunted and Price marvels at the thickness of the talons, of their 
wolflike curvature and the sharpness of the ones that remain.
"You took too much," he says gently. He picks up the spilled bottle and sets it on the 
counter, and Evey wipes up the polish with toilet paper. Price asks for the nail clippers; she shies 
away.
"These are not what you want," he says. He roots around under the sink until he manages 
to find an old pair of dog-nail clippers.
"These won't hurt," he says. "Promise."
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He smiles at her and she extends her unclipped hand. Each nail is an inch long and dirt is 
caked underneath them and in the beds. He places one of her claws into the clipper and pops it 
off easily. Her face registers surprise, but not pain.
"See?"
Price clips and explains about dog-claws, that their functions are different from people- 
claws. "Humans don't dig," he says. "Remember Happy?"
Evey nods.
"He liked this. Now, you don't want to cut too much, like you were doing--don't cut into 
the quick." She watches as he clips the rest of them. Then he takes the bottle and in slow strokes 
of the brush paints over her dark nails with bright, bubbly pink. She waves her hands to help 
them dry and when they are all done, kisses him on the cheek.
"They look more normal," she says, and he forces a smile he doesn't mean. Evey surveys 
her hands but Price looks at her and sees a circus animal, a hound in a tutu. He remembers the 
long limbs of her changing body disappear into the night, he sees her carrying the dead she made 
to him. Blood orange juice running down her face, the tilt of her animal ears, his hand petting her 
like a puppy, and he has to swallow his gloomy laughter, but Evey's gasp dissolves it entirely.
She claps one hand to her mouth as they watch the nails on her fingers start to grow back; 
the pink paint peels and cracks as they grow, and once they have started they don't stop growing 
until they are a little longer than before. Evey howls.
"The other kids will see," she wails. "They'll never leave me alone."
The sound of her cries comforts Price with their familiarity. His heart falls and falls.
"Do they say mean things?"
47
"Yes," she cries. "They leave dog treats in my locker. They make me feel like an animal." 
She reaches for toilet paper and dries her dark face. "I hate them. I hate them so much."
"You don't hate them, Evey. You're just upset."
"No," Evey says in a cold and wild voice, turning her red-rimmed yellow-shard eyes to 
him. "I do. I hate them so much. You have no idea." She wipes her face off and the fluorescent 
bathroom light glints off of her needle-fur.
Price is suddenly conscious of her long white teeth and the hard muscles under her skin.
On Monday, Price arranges to home-school Evey himself, and finds no argument from 
the school. He does know for whom he worries most.
"Good. Since you can't teach her manners, you can clean up after her instead," the 
administrator snaps.
Price wishes he could clip that cherry voice like dog claws too.
*
He does not realize the extent of Evey's problems until she is home with him all day. She 
has boundless energy; she offers to help him with his woodwork, and sometimes he finds her 
teeth and speedy movement a boon, but other times she steals a piece of wood and chews it to 
dust. She requires much attention and energy from him and, though he gives and gives, he runs 
out of power quickly. He tries to get her to focus on her studies but finds himself grateful for the 
silence when she scampers off into the forest more and more. Guilt makes him try to give more 
of his time to her, but he tires quickly and prays for the nights. She catches mice and slaughters 
them in the house for fun. Sometimes she smears their blood into her short pelt.
It is becoming difficult for him to fight what his brain seems to know without knowing: 
that Evey raises bumps on his flesh, that her presences loosens his knees and awakens his fear.
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A week after the park ranger first came he reappears to trim back the poisonous 
overgrowth. Price cautions Evey not to make herself known while the ranger is working.
"You're concerned what he'll think," she says. Price sees no other argument she will
believe.
"Yes."
Evey agrees to stay inside and work on assignments and chores while the ranger gets rid 
of the Virginia creepers. Price stays outside and works on the patio where he can see the ranger.
The ranger is young and easy. He and Price make pleasant conversation from time to time 
but mostly they work on their respective tasks. The ranger fills the bed of his truck with the 
plants, and pauses to compliment Price's talent.
"That's a beautiful chair," he says, wiping his glove across his forehead. "Where did you 
learn this?"
"Self-taught," Price replies.
The ranger asks another question but Price doesn't hear him: he spots the family of quail 
tottering across the yard only moments before he hears Evey thundering through the house. She 
bursts through the back door on all fours and tears into the grass after them, snarling and 
gnashing her jaws. In surprise the ranger turns and Price cannot stop him from seeing her: she 
bites the heads of the chicks and tears them off, fending off a furious mother quail while she eats 
them. Then, in a cloud of feathers, the mother quail is gone, too. Evey sits on the grass, content 
with herself, sucking fluids from the carcasses.
Evey sits back on her haunches, wiping the bird blood from her face. She and the ranger 
lock eyes, and seeing the horror on her father's face, Evey tears off into the forest.
"What kind of dog do you have," the ranger whispers.
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"It's a mix," he stammers.
"Weirdest damned dog I ever saw."
They stand in silence for a while. The limbs of trees shudder above them.
"Well, that's it for the creepers," the ranger says quietly. "That's all I need to do, Mr.
Bell."
Price nods. "Okay."
Neither of them say anything else. The ranger drives away with his truck bed full of 
weeds. Price's skin is full of needles.
*
Price is lying in bed reading a book that night when Evey comes pouncing up the stairs. 
She leaps into his bed and terrifies him, a fact that does not pierce her laughter. She leaves 
bloody pawprints on his quilt and pillows.
"Evey, stop it," he says.
"Did you see those birds? I got them. They were like, oh no, it's the bad guy! Too bad 
we're little tiny birds and there's nothing we can do!" She laughs and rollicks over the sheets, 
spattering them with blood and dirt and forest growth.
"Eveline--"
But if she hears him she chooses not to prove it. She laughs and wags her body, 
reenacting the afternoon's bird murder, and her claw hooks under the quilt and tears it. Pillows 
spout feathers, and, furious, Price raises his hand and smacks her across the soft folds of her long 
ears.
She stops and her instincts cover for her: she snarls at him and pins him onto the bed, her 
hands pressing down on his shoulders. Saliva seeps from her jaws.
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"My God, Eveline-- "
The neon in her eyes recedes and she sits back, releasing him.
"You hit me," she whimpers. "You fucking hit me."
"I didn't mean to, I just--"
"You forgot I was a person."
Price sits up and takes his glasses off.
"Oh, Evey," he says. She gives him a wounded look. "I didn't mean it. You just--you 
don't listen, anymore," he says. "Like today, with the ranger, and the quails--"
"You thought I was a dog," she says, and her voice shivers.
"I asked you to stop. I asked you to stay in the house!"
"Do you want to give me dog treats?" she asks. "Would that make this feel better?"
"No, Evey."
"You think I’m an animal, like everyone else does."
She leaps off the bed. Her claws clack all the way down the stairs and out the front door,
and Price marvels at the damage she has done in so short a time.
*
Hours later into the early morning, when he is putting clean sheets and a whole quilt on 
the bed, a pair of headlights pulls fast into the driveway. The lights from the truck cut into his 
eyes and cross the darkness on the ceiling, and a mechanical groan radiates outside.
He peers from his bedroom window and sees the park ranger's truck. The ranger slams 
the door but before he can get to Price, Price tears out the front door. They stand in the driveway. 
The scent of blood oranges blows down from the hill.
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"I tracked your beagle out down the road," the ranger says and his voice is breathless and 
scared. "She was prowling a fence, watching your neighbor's kids play."
Price can see her thrashing in the truck. He worries its wheels will come up and the whole 
thing will turn over.
"Two little ones, Mr. Bell."
"Kids," he repeats.
"She is a dangerous animal."
"She's not. She'll calm down. She's just upset," Price says. They can hear her snarls. "It's 
just animals she wants."
"Fewer than there were, by far."
They wait in silence for Evey to calm down, and when her teeth are put away the ranger 
gently releases her to Price, who takes her into the house. She speaks in growls and whines and 
falls asleep in a ball on the floor almost immediately. Outside, the ranger waits for him.
"It's my daughter," Price offers. He knows no other way around this.
"How?"
"I don't know," he says, and it's the truth.
"Well, you can't let her out again," the ranger says. He pushes stray hairs back and adjusts 
his ponytail, and his eyes regard Price softly. He places a hand on Price's shoulder, touches him 
like a human being.
"I won't."
"I don't know what this is, but I do believe she is dangerous. The next time she goes out 
she might not come back."
"But she's my daughter," Price pleads. "You don't understand."
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"I didn't like the way she was looking at those babies, Mr. Bell."
"She’d never hurt anyone," he says, running his fingers over his chin.
"Just keep her close and your worries will be your own."
Sweat beads down the ranger's dusty face and as he drives away Price thinks of the 
secrets under the orange grove. It's filling up, and Price doesn't know much about soil.
While Evey sleeps her wolfish sleep Price boards the windows and doors. He tries to 
make the house look like a place she'd want to stay in, where he will stay with her.
Hours later when she wakes Evey remembers language. She coughs the rest of the growls 
out of her raspy throat and asks for water. Her ears tilt back in submission. She apologizes, 
whines, and nuzzles him.
"You know what this means," he says. Evey sighs. "For now you need to stay with me 
until we figure this out. No going into the forest."
"Like I'm grounded," she says and cracks a smile that hurts him. "For how long?"
"I don't know."
"I know you didn't mean to hit me," she says. "I know it was an accident now."
"I'm glad to hear it." He unbuttons the top of his collared shirt.
"You know I'm not dangerous."
"I think the birds would disagree."
"You know that, though, don't you?"
Price sighs and sits on the floor next to her. He brushes back her wild hair, uncurls a twig 
from the dark lengths. "The ranger said you were watching the neighbor kids, Evey."
"I was just watching them play. He must’ve lied." She scratches her arm with her long, 
sharp nails, but Price remembers the way she laughed over the quails.
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He puts on a movie, and Evey sits through it. She does not comment on the boarded-up 
house, but she does notice that he has locked himself in there with her.
"Just you and me," she says, and something in her voice unsettles him.
He watches her anxiously all night, but she seems like herself, or as much as she ever did. 
He wonders if the night would bring it out in her, but as the sun dies and darkness begins to pool 
beneath the bushes she is calm and mild. Their conversation is pleasant if stifled, and Evey is 
content to read and do minor chores. He wonders if this was the answer all along, if all he needed 
to do was keep her inside and their problem would devolve on its own. He thought they might 
get through a quiet night like they used to when he notices she has begun to pace.
"Dad, do you think I could go out for a little while?"
"I don't."
"Please? I've been good all day."
"You need to stay with me. We'll eat soon. We'll have a nice night, kid."
She stops asking but as soon as Price started cooking, her pacing becomes faster and 
gains wider berth. He scolds her for scratching the floor.
"You have to let me out. It's really important."
"Just relax."
"You don't get it. Please, please."
"Sit, Evey."
He has just put the tomatoes into the pot when he turns to find her standing behind him 
lowered on all fours, her lips raised like a red curtain over the pearly show of her fangs.
"Let me out," she hisses. Price puts the spoon back in the pot. His gut rolls over.
"I can't. If the ranger sees you?"
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"I can run," she growls. "Why did you listen to him?"
The corners of her lupine mouth turned into a kind of smile and Price watches the 
stubborn bristles on her back start to stand. She kneads her claws into the wood floor. "He 
doesn't know anything about me."
"You can't help what you are," he says, struggling to keep his voice soft and soothing.
"That's what you want, isn't it?" She takes a step towards him, and he steps back.
Price wants to say: I want to understand, to know what kind of blood it is that boils in 
your veins, to understand why your DNA calls you to the tree thick, to break the necks of other 
animals. He wants to say: I don't know you. But he says:
"It sure would be a lot easier if you could." He feels his ribs bend in as he says it, his 
heart fall like a bird from its nest.
"Of course it fucking would," Evey spits. Her eyes are alive and the yellowness of her 
teeth shines.
"Let’s just relax, Evey--"
He means to advance slowly and to corral her into his arms but she steals away, a low 
growl in her throat, a raw ferocity in her face. He corners her in the living room and tries to talk 
the beast out of her eyes but she wrests away and starts to scratch and pull the boarding down. 
He grabs her and tries to restrain her; they knock over endtables and the lamps shatter in starry 
sparks.
"You were going to hurt those children," he yells in a broken tone.
She slips under his arm just as he tightens his grip around her, heaving her off the 
ground. Evey's snarls tear at his eardrums as he lifts her, but before he can wrestle her up onto 
his shoulder she sinks her teeth deep into the meat of his thigh. He feels her tearing into him, the
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flesh move away from itself. He drops her and bleeds all the way down into his socks, but as he 
presses his palms against his torn leg she flees away from him and crashes through the wood and 
the glass leaving splinters in her wake. She is gone then in a storm of soot and fur, through the 
back door and away to the edges of the property, leaving her father bloodied and hollow. Price
calls her name but his voice isn't met even with an echo.
*
Bleeding and opened as he is Price knows he cannot catch her. He cannot navigate the 
woods in the same way, and they will swallow him. He knows he should go to the hospital but 
opts instead for a First-Aid kit and a swig of scotch. He douses his leg in peroxide and hollers at 
the burn; the tightly-wrapped gauze makes his leg throb, not unpleasantly. Price decides, with 
one good leg and two good hands, to build something for Eveline.
He finds a measure of thick chain and some long metal pipes in his workshed; he begins 
to assemble the pipes as bars on the concrete floor, secures them down. Limping with urgency he 
begins to sweat; he works all night through the pain in his leg, sawing and welding and staining 
and latching, and out in the forest he can hear the shrieks of small animals, the roars of larger 
ones. Above all he hears a half-human cackle that sounds like boulders moving. He can imagine 
the havoc she is wreaking on the land but as long as he hears their cries he sands and assembles 
and finds himself somehow comforted by the wild chaos.
When he is done Price has a small metal cage with enough room to sleep and turn around. 
He takes some of the things from Evey's old room and puts them inside: her bedding, her bear, a 
bowl for water.
Evey doesn't come back and she doesn't come back. Price forces a steel post into the 
ground and ties the heavy chain around it like a pitbull leash. He imagines his heart is splayed
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open, its ventricles flexing away from each other like the backsides of magnets. He believes the 
cage isn't meant to be permanent. He wants it to look less like what it is and more like a 
conversation.
He mops blood out of the kitchen and rests his leg and opens the windows in the house so 
he can listen to the forest. He wonders: is it worry that dries out his mouth? Is this what darkness 
tastes like?
*
He stands the moment he can no longer hear anything. When the birds stop moving and 
wind is still, Price knows something has happened. Since the first night Evey returned to him 
silence has not been a kindness. The sun is bleeding into the sky when he gets his boots on, and 
the whole world is orange by the time he limps across the yard with his coat barely over his 
shoulders. He moves as quickly as he can and loathes his slowness, but loathes more the 
curiosity that burns in him to know what he will find. He prays that it will be Evey and prays that 
it won't be anyone. He longs to see her face, animal though it has become, and also longs to 
never know what it will look like with age.
Slowly he mounts the hill to the blood orange grove. He walks all along it, past each little 
set of soil and notices that some of them are beginning to turn dark again. Then he hears the sick 
slick sound of flesh cuts and quiet snarls at the end of the grove. He finds Evey sitting there, 
squatting on her haunches in a way a human could but wouldn't want to. Beneath her lies the 
park ranger's body with a long gash across his neck from which Evey has been licking blood. His 
khaki state-issued pants are torn and dirtied and Price sees his body bears a bite much like his 
own.
"Jesus," Price mutters.
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She looks up when he comes closer and her expression is pained and feral. She licks the 
blood off her mouth and wipes the rest on the bare skin of her arm.
"He was going to shoot me," she whispers.
Price falls to his knees and doesn't mind when the pain ricochets through him. He touches 
the tawny cloud of hair. He pulls the skull up and lets it fall.
"This isn't an animal," he says into the air.
"I couldn't control it."
Price feels his way along the ridge of the ranger's thin nose and the bloated swell of his 
cheek; the steel sky above is shadowed in southbound sparrows, its clouds smoky and slow. The 
blood orange trees are swollen and bright. When she was a child, he and Evey plucked them 
together.
He sees in her face the plaintive look she gave him when she was younger, and he 
swallows his horror and tries to see her as she had been, as a girl who needs help with algebra 
and telling stories.
"This is it," he says, and she agrees. "He'll need a deeper grave."
He motioned to the shovels but as he raises himself to get them a soft cry reaches his ear. 
Coldness settles down his back like a fog. A little girl sits tied with a bungee cord from his 
garage to an orange tree. He recognizes his neighbor's child, even with blood dried across her 
small face.
"She's going to eat us," the girl says.
Evey rises to her feet. In the light she looks like a real girl, maybe a little bit like him, like 
an accident.
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"I wasn't," she says. Price crosses the short distance and puts himself between Evey and 
the little girl, and he finds himself very much aware of Evey's proximity to them both.
"It wasn't about her," Evey says. "The guy fired a shot at me."
"She killed him," the little girl says.
"She knows what I did, Dad. She saw me."
Price covers his mouth with his hand and Evey presses the tall shovel into his open palm.
"Help me," she whispers. He finds himself gripping the shovel hard around the handle. 
She steps closer to him, pleading. He smells carrion on her breath.
"You said you would help me."
Night pools at the bases of oaks; leaves rustle, chilled, and drop from their shuddering 
branches. The orange trees tremble and beyond them the forest waits.
"The man first," Price says.
He starts to dig, angry at the pain in his leg, and Evey digs with her hands, almost full 
paws now. He thinks about how he will get Evey into the cage, how he will collar her in chains 
and keep her in the yard. He thinks about next weekend, how they won’t have to come back to 
the grove.
"This grave is too short for him," she says frantically. "We have to keep digging."
Price screws his eyes shut and finds his former life too much like a myth full of spoiled 
fruit. He clutches the shovel tight and listens: the little girl cries and rocks against the tree, his 
daughter rumbles. The land around them moves and closes them in, pushes them together, and 
when Price has finished he looks at Evey. The wind picks up and licks the back of his neck, and 
on it the air carries the softening snarl of animal voices.
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The Hound at the End of the Road
Constance is retching into the kitchen sink when Joelee comes in from the fields. She is 
bent over the sink, her long blue dress loose over her middle, and her long gray-blonde hair is 
bunched around her fist as she heaves. She releases it when she hears him come into the kitchen 
and it falls, limp and fine. She wipes her mouth with a dish towel and clears her throat. Goats 
bray outside in their pen.
"You want a sandwich, love?"
"I do," Joelee says as he peels himself out of his coat and hangs it on the back of his 
chair. Constance rinses her hands under the faucet and pulls ham and cheese out of the fridge.
She has been making him the best meals lately: the fattest cuts of meat, butter on everything, 
even baking herbs and garlic into the bread. She sets an artful little sandwich in front of him on a 
nice plate and sits down next to him.
"Got a good morning in," he says.
"That’s good," she says. She watches him bite into his sandwich and grins when he seems 
pleased by it.
"I’m going to take a nap," she says. "You enjoy that, now."
She stands and wraps her arms around his shoulders, kissing him on the cheek.
There is a new heaviness in her step as she goes out of the kitchen. It is late into their 
marriage now, and she had all but given up on a household of more than two, but since her new 
pregnancy she feels younger, lighter, brighter. Her face, sagging in places with rough skin, seems 
young again, and the crows’-feet around her eyes seem to have faded.
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She hears Joelee get up and clean the kitchen, and she knows he is doing it for her. When
he goes back into the field she hears him humming.
*
A woman with an empty body buries her feet in the dirt and gives herself unto it; she, 
rooted there, cries into the fog.
She digs a little hole in the dirt and places in it a few drops o f her own blood. Look upon 
me, she says, upon my withered grove.
She kneels into the dirt and beneath her, it starts to burn.
*
Constance was the last born of seven sisters. No shortage of anything but nothing of her 
own. She was the last married, too, and by the time Joelee met her she almost had a full-time job 
in caring for the dozens of bratty children her sisters had birthed, in caring for their aging 
parents. Joelee promised he’d take her out into the country and into a quiet life where they could 
have children of their own. They had tried, but the longer Constance’s belly stayed empty the 
more she missed her sisters and their babies, long since grown now. She had been collecting 
baby clothes for years, just in case, sending some to her sisters but keeping the pretty ones for 
herself. Then, on her fortieth birthday, Joelee pressed his hand to her cheek and asked if they 
should box up all those baby things, and the ache Constance carried inside her moved.
That night when Joelee crawls into bed beside her she tucks his arms around her. He has 
been a good husband to her, she thinks, a hard worker and a loyal companion. She rolls over onto
her side and burrows her head into his warm chest, putting the baby between them.
*
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The smell of blood and the sound of bleating have slipped in through the bedroom 
window and suddenly she is shaking her husband awake.
"Joelee," she hisses, "Joelee, the goats!"
He comes to with a start and sits up. Her nose is thrust into the air, doglike.
"Something’s gotten into the goats," she says.
Joelee plunges his feet into his boots and tears outside in his mismatched pajamas and she 
wraps herself in a shawl. She feels like the almost-autumn air is clogged with fear, or something 
that weighs it down and makes it hard to breathe as they both run outside and over to the goat- 
keep. Joelee flings the pen doors open. There is no sign of damage to any of the fence or the 
locks, and as they look out across the pen, Constance’s heart falls.
Every goat lies dead on its back, bellies split and spilling innards. Their eyes stare up into 
nothing, their fur is matted and dark. It is like a seam has been opened down the stomach and 
groin of each goat but nothing taken, everything intact, just disassembled and weeping blood into 
the ground. Joelee kneels next to the body of one goat, the big gray buck who was his special 
favorite, and touches its ear. A sour smell comes from the cut in its belly. The meat is rotten 
already.
Constance twists her hands together and fights the bile in her throat. She covers her 
mouth with her hand and pulls her shawl tighter around her shoulders.
"My lord," she says.
"I sure don’t know what it was," Joelee says.
Constance steps forward into the pen and peers down into the belly of the goat closest to 
her. It looks like the seams of its insides are sooty somehow, maybe like the skin was burned as 
it was torn. It is like nothing she has ever seen, and nothing she can explain.
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"We’ll have to get new goats," Constance says.
"We don’t have the money for a new herd," Joelee says, his voice strained. "We don’t 
know what killed these ones, anyway."
"Maybe the neighbors got some we can have," Constance says.
"We can ask, but it’d be better to wait and see what’s out there," he replies, indicating the 
wide lonely forest behind the farm.
"Winter’s on its way," she says.
"We’ll make do."
Constance walks back inside to make them some tea while Joelee builds a fire. There is 
nothing to do for the goats now but to burn them, to keep other predators away, to keep the 
stench from reaching, and Constance watches her husband through the window as he throws 
their broken bodies into the fire. There is a spooky feeling under her skin, and the sharp smell of 
rotting, roasting meat wafting in through the window makes her stomach turn over on itself. She 
feels cold and hot all at once. Constance rubs her belly as if to protect the baby with her palm
and wonders what is out there in the trees, what is waiting for her.
*
Can it be done? she asks.
Oh, yes, it says, but not for free.
What is the price?
I f  a baby is what you must have, then the price should be nothing in comparison. Is it 
what you want?
Yes, she says. How will I  know when I  have paid you?
You will choose to pay me.
64
What do I  have to do?
Withstand, it says.
*
Joelee asks the neighboring farms if they can spare any goats, but no one has any 
livestock to spare, especially this close to the colder months, and their closest neighbors are 
almost an hour away.
"We’ll make do," Joelee says again, and his words carry a strange ring through 
Constance’s ears. "We’ll just have to buy our meat in town."
Constance is annoyed by the added chore of venturing into the small city, but she is 
grateful that the trip is even a possibility. She and Joelee decide to use their restful Sunday 
morning to go into town for meat and milk. Joelee fires up the old truck he has had since he was 
twenty and bought it with money he earned working at a hardware store. He helps Constance 
into the passenger’s seat, and then they pull out of their long, dusty driveway.
"We don’t do this very often," Constance says, looking out the window into the trees. The 
ribbon on her wide hat tickles her neck.
"We don’t often need to," Joelee says, and then they are quiet for a while.
Joelee pokes at the radio, but the only noise that comes from it is the whisper of reluctant 
static. Then he rolls the window down and then up again, and Constance knows he is thinking of 
the goats.
"So what do you think it was?" she asks.
"Some animal, maybe, tall enough to jump the fence," he says.
"But what kind of animal would kill all the goats and then just leave them?"
"It could have been a person," he says.
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Constance frowns. She had not considered the possibility of another human coming into 
their land, especially as far out as they are, and she finds the imagined scene of a black shadow 
plunging a knife into the bellies of goats unsettling. She imagines the black shadow coming into 
the house, into their bed, into her belly, but she would never tell Joelee anything but that the 
baby was a miracle. It is too important to her.
"I’d rather it be an animal, I think," she says. Joelee drives.
The drive is quiet after that, and it seems to Constance that the hills rolling next to the 
road are dark and wild. She looks for houses, but sees none.
When they get to the big store in town Joelee and Constance hold hands like a young 
couple. Their bodies aren’t close but their hands swing between them. Constance carries a 
grocery basket on her arm which she fills with all the things that can’t now be made at home: 
cheese, milk, beef to supplement the goat meat still in the freezer. Eventually they find 
themselves in an aisle full of diapers, baby bips, frilly dresses. Constance looks up at the 
immensity of products, the long arrays of pacifiers and cloths and jingling stuffed animals, and 
her heart swells. She looks over at her husband who is pulling a blanket down from a higher 
shelf.
"I like this one," he says with a shy smile.
The blanket looks like it doesn’t belong in his big dirty hands, and Constance smiles to 
see it. Joelee is a big man, an only child, and has never spent much time around babies. He picks 
up a box of baby formula and looks at the ingredients printed on the back.
"Whey, organic lactose, palm oil," he reads. "I wonder what all that stuff is."
He looks up when he catches her looking at him, and a little color comes up into his face.
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"I probably look real out of place," he says. "Grown man who doesn’t know anything 
about babies." He sets the box down, but holds on to the blanket.
"I think you look nice," Constance says, and kisses him.
They are up at the register to pay for the food and baby blanket when Constance starts to 
feel queasy. She holds his arm to steady herself and his concern is evident.
"Are you feeling alright?" he says as she is nearly blinded by a sudden headache. She 
hands him the basket and hurries to find the public restroom. When she gets into the stall she 
drops her purse to the ground and pulls down her underwear to find that it is soaked with blood, 
that blood is leaking out from between her legs.
"Oh, God," she says to herself, unraveling the toilet paper from its spool and wiping 
herself. She cleans herself as best she can and washes her hands. Her face in the mirror is pale 
and each line around her eyes and mouth are harsh in the fluorescent lighting. She stares at 
herself, picturing herself as a new mother, as a woman with a little child. Her sisters all radiated 
light in their pregnancies, but Constance wonders if she is sinking into herself, if her own light is 
leaving her.
"Please be okay," she whispers to her belly, by now noticeable in its girth. Hands 
shaking, she hoists her new, spacious dress up over her stomach and leans back, resting her 
hands on it. When she catches her own eyes at a certain angle in the mirror, she isn’t sure she 
recognizes the light that glints there.
She cradles her stomach and feels the warmth of relief when the baby moves below her 
skin, but suddenly her mouth tastes full of sulfur. Constance coughs into her hand and brings her 
palm close to her nose to smell it, and a dark, moist mist coats the inside of her hand.
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Then she is retching into the toilet and the stench of sulfur is so strong it makes her retch 
again. She sinks to her knees in front of the toilet and the flesh of her tongue and lips burns. 
Constance has been witness to every kind of morning sickness there ever was, but the sprinkling 
of black ash around the toilet bowl terrifies her in a way she can’t put words to. Black dust floats 
before her, catching the dim light of the bathroom in little blood-red flashes. Constance clutches 
her belly, winded and wheezing, and pulls her dress back down over the bump. If something is 
wrong with her baby, she will lose herself, she thinks. She buries her face into her elbow and 
hopes that no one else comes into the bathroom, that her howls won’t echo through the store.
By the time she has washed her face and put herself back together as best she can, Joelee 
is waiting for her at the front of the store with their bags. His face is a dark shadow of concern 
and he rushes to meet her, plastic rustling like wind.
"We need to go to the hospital," she says. "Something’s not right."
Joelee ushers her out to the truck and throws the groceries into the bed.
"Everything is gonna be okay," he says to her, over and over again as they drive to the 
hospital. She wants to believe him but she thinks about the man she met in the dark out on the 
dirt road and what she asked him to do. Her insides ache and she’s concerned she might be 
bleeding again, but she can’t tell if the moisture between her legs is blood or sweat. The pain in 
her head is near to blinding and her throat is scratchy, and the bumpy road is making the world 
spin.
"As long as the baby is okay, I can handle it," she says, leaning her head into the window.
"As long as the baby is okay," Joelee echoes.
They repeat it silently to themselves the rest of the way.
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The line at the doctor isn’t long and they don’t make her wait. He feels Constance’s belly 
and looks inside her and gives her some pills to take home. She only mentions the bleeding, and 
not the vomiting of ash.
"Everything is just fine," he says to her. "The baby is fine. Nothing serious. The body is 
just adjusting."
Joelee holds Constance while she sobs in the doctor’s office.
"I can’t lose this baby," she cries. "I waited so long for it."
The drive home is quiet. Constance looks out the window, feeling peaceful. She looks 
over at her husband and knows how grateful he is that his unborn child is unharmed.
"We’ll get you home so you can get some rest," he says, and Constance knows that he 
sees the strain and exhaustion on her face. Having babies when you’re older puts a lot of strain 
on the mother’s body, and she looks so tired. But it’s just a few more months, and then they’ll 
have everything they want, she remembers.
They see the smoke in the air before they even get to the house, rising over the tops of the 
trees like a storm. A dark weight moves inside Constance’s chest.
"What is that," she says, and the truck lurches forward as Joelee presses his boot down 
onto the pedal.
By the time they turn onto their long driveway red fire is already swallowing their house, 
their big barn, the goat-keep fence. Long stretches of fire pluck pieces of their house apart and 
toss them up into the smoke as if the fire is looking for something, digging through the roof and 
the upper rooms to get to what it wants, tossing away shingles and siding.
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"Oh, my God," Constance breathes as they pull the truck up in front of the house. Joelee 
turns off the ignition and they sit there in the truck, Joelee’s hands on the wheel and Constance 
bunching up the fabric of her dress in her fists, and watch their house burn.
"All those baby things," she says.
The house is too far gone now to be saved and there’s nothing to be done for it except to 
wait. After a little while they drive over to the neighbors’ farm, an hour away, to call the fire 
department who won’t get out this way for a while.
The neighbors have a smaller farm than Constance and Joelee, just a few goats and a 
vegetable patch, but they have six children, some very small, some old enough to be a help 
around the house. Constance had lunch a few times with Marjorie, the wife, after she and her 
husband Todd bought the farm but they never got to be close friends, and Joelee and Todd barely 
know each other at all. But they let Constance and Joelee in to use the phone and Marjorie starts 
some tea. The four of them sit around the table until flashes of children run around them, 
shrieking. The Baldwins’ house is full to bursting with noise and life, and the pretty floral print 
on the little tea towels is like a fresh wound to Constance.
"Please, you’ll stay here with us until you figure it all out," Marjorie says. Todd nods in 
agreement.
"As long as you need," he says.
Joelee rubs Constance’s back.
"Do you have any idea what happened?" Todd asks.
"No," Joelee says. "We just drove home and there was a fire."
"Well, this is all awful strange," Marjorie says, and Constance feels exposed under 
Marjorie’s gaze, like Marjorie is trying to see through her. "I’ve never heard anything like it."
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"We’re disheartened to have experienced it," Joelee says, and Constance hears in his 
voice that he is not just replying to Marjorie’s comments, but to the look she’s giving them, the 
way she is speaking.
"We don’t see other folks very often," Todd explains. "We like it out here, in the quiet."
"Same as us," Joelee explains, "but we’re very grateful to you and your hospitality."
"We’ll only stay as long as we need," Constance adds, trying to lessen their neighbors’ 
new burden. "We’ll help you, around the house and the farm and such."
"That’d be nice," Marjorie says, but her voice is cold.
Constance is lost. All of her belongings were in that house, all of the things she had made 
and worked for the last twenty-odd years. The stunted conversation around her is a buzz and 
nothing more. She knows she should be grateful that she and Joelee weren’t home when the fire 
started but she can’t help but mourn the loss of the life she had lived there. Even if she isn’t dead 
she sure doesn’t feel alive, and she knows too that the firemen who will be picking through the 
blackened rubble in a few hours will be unable to determine the cause of the fire because the 
cause is growing inside her, growing little fingers and toes, pushing ash out of her mouth in 
public restrooms, and though she does not know what price this baby cost she knows that she is 
paying it.
The fire department calls and Joelee and Constance drive back to their burned farm. They 
are able to pick a few things out of the ash, some pictures, a plate, but the fire burned so hot and 
fast that little is left to claim.
"Do you know where it started?" Joelee asks one of the firemen, who shakes his head.
"No," he says, and Constance folds her arms over her belly.
"We’re sorry for your loss," the fireman says before they leave, and shakes their hands.
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Constance and Joelee spend a little more time wandering the perimeter of their losses.
The fences all burned in perfect lines along the ground. No house, no barn, but the fields behind 
the house are all still intact, if ashy, and with some work Joelee says he can salvage them and 
make them work again.
"But where are we going to live?" Constance asks.
"You can stay with Todd and Marjorie," Joelee replies. "I can drive over here every day 
and do what I can for the fields. Todd might be willing to help me put up a cabin."
"Joelee," Constance says, looking around at the blackened ground, smoldering still, and 
the pain she feels is double.
"I wonder if this has to do with the goats," Joelee says.
A chill creeps over Constance.
"What do you mean?" she says.
"It feels deliberate. Like somebody’s watching."
Constance rubs her stomach.
"What do we do now?" she says.
"I guess we just wait it all out."
Constance looks up into the sky above them, still heavy with smoke.
"Maybe we ought to leave," she says. "Maybe the farm isn’t worth saving."
Joelee looks at her as if she’s slapped him.
"This is our home. Nobody’s gonna drive us from it," he says, and reaches out to hold her 
hand, and she doesn’t know if she feels relieved at his assurance. She wonders why he guessed 
that someone is doing these awful things deliberately. She knows they’re strange occurrences, 
the goats and the sudden fire, but they’re not out of the realm of possibility, and then she
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wonders if he suspects what she has done, if some part of him recognizes what she carries inside 
her. Maybe her breath reeks of sulfur at night when she sleeps beside him. Maybe he knows 
where she goes some nights, out into the road, if he knows that the healing scars on her palms 
aren’t from kitchen accidents.
And if he knows--but he couldn’t know, no one knows, no one but Constance and the one 
who called himself the salesman. The thought of her husband’s knowing breaks her heart, now in 
front of the wreckage where the bones of their house splinter, and she releases his hand.
"We’ll make it work," he says, and then she is grateful for him.
They settle in a spare bedroom at the neighbors’. Two of Todd and Marjorie’s children 
have to share beds with their siblings, but Marjorie explains that Constance is going to have a 
baby of her own, and she needs space and privacy. The littlest girl, Wren, is fascinated by the 
roundness of Constance’s stomach and how hard it is to the touch.
"There’s a person in there?" she asks.
"Yes, there is," Constance smiles. "Maybe a girl, like you."
She does what she can to help around the house, despite her worsening backaches, and 
surrounded by so many children she feels almost like she’s in a house with her sisters again. This 
time the noise of all the children doesn’t bother her; instead, she welcomes it, and chides herself 
for letting it bother her when she was young.
Joelee and Todd build a makeshift cabin on the burned land that Joelee uses as a 
workshop. He spends his days working out in the fields and try to clean and encourage them to 
grow, planting more crops and pulling up the dead ones. He comes back to the neighbors’ house 
at night and spends a little time with his wife. They lay in the small bed together and he talks to 
the growing baby.
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"Lucille, if it’s a girl," he says, "like my mother."
"Elsie, like mine," Constance says. She kisses the consternation off his face.
"See, we’re doing okay," he says to her, but she hears a strain in his voice as he lowers 
his head down onto the pillow beside her.
"So far so good," she replies, but her own voice is strained, too.
*
Why did you make me bleed? she asks. And the fire?
To remind you: a baby is what you wanted above all things. Is it still? it says.
Yes, she says.
Then you have not really lost anything.
You said that I  would choose to pay you. I  did not choose the fire.
Fees, it says.
That isn ’t fair, she says, and its deadly laughter rings out across the road.
I  will send my collector, it says, when you are ready to give something up.
*
In the few weeks that pass Constance becomes Wren’s special confidante. Constance 
takes over much of the housework for Marjorie who is caring for her little babies, and by 
Constance’s side always is Wren, full of questions and sound. Her attention flatters Constance, 
who takes Wren’s friendship as a sign that she will make a good mother. Wren comes in 
sometimes while Constance is resting and curls up next to her like a sweet kitten, and she lets 
Constance play with her dark hair. Constance is reminded of herself when she was a child in a 
house full of so many siblings.
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While she folds laundry Wren sits on the bed and asks her about the baby, or why she and 
Joelee aren’t in their own house.
"Our house caught fire," Constance explains, holding up a blanket with her chin.
"How come?" Wren asks.
"I don’t know," she says, and the memory of the fire licks behind her eyelids, the perfect 
burns along the ground.
"Do you live with us now?"
"Not forever," Constance says and hopes it’s true. "We’re going to try to build a new
house."
"Can I come see it?"
"Of course you can, once it’s built."
"I mean the burned-down house. I want to see the burned one."
"I don’t think that’s safe. Your mama wouldn’t like it."
Constance realizes that she dreads the idea of bringing the little girl to the burned farm. 
The farm spooks her now that it seems like a sad place. But her husband loves it and doesn’t 
want to live anywhere else, and she can’t bear to take this away from him; there are already so 
many things she doesn’t know, or want, to put words to.
Wren pesters Constance for days about visiting the farm until Marjorie says that if she 
hears another word about it, she just doesn’t know what she’ll do. And it works, for a while: 
when Wren comes into Constance and Joelee’s bedroom to chat, she doesn’t mention the farm, 
though Constance can tell that the little girl wants to ask about it but minds her tongue. Instead, 
Wren climbs up onto the bed where Constance is resting.
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"What are you up to, chickpea?" Constance asks, and then Wren puts both her hands flat 
on Constance’s round belly. The sensation of it surprises her, the light pressure coming from the 
outside in.
"You ought to ask me before you do that," Constance says, but Wren is enraptured by the 
hardness of Constance’s stomach. It is almost perfectly round and her pale skin shines under the 
weak bedroom light. Constance watches Wren’s face, herself illuminated by the fascination she 
sees there, proud that she can give this experience to the little girl, the last born of all her 
siblings.
"If you wait long enough, the baby might kick," Constance says, smiling. And sure 
enough, the baby starts moving inside her belly and kicks Wren’s hand. The little girl draws her 
fingers back in alarm and then smiles, giggling.
"The baby likes you," Constance says because it seems like the right thing to say. Wren 
presses her hands back onto Constance’s belly and the baby kicks her again, hard enough that it 
hurts Constance who grimaces under the baby’s movement. It becomes painful enough that she 
has to ask Wren to stop.
"Baby’s tired now," she says.
"Me too," the little girl says, and she curls up next to Constance, yawning, and Constance 
pulls her closer into the crook of her arm.
*
In the early morning when Constance comes downstairs to start the bread, Wren is 
already awake, pressing her fingers to the glowing coil burners on the stove. Constance doesn’t 
immediately see what’s happening, but the sizzling sound buzzing in her ears makes her feet go
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numb. Wren stands in front of the stove, reaching her short arms up, and she doesn’t make a 
sound.
Constance rushes to her and pulls the little girl’s hands off of the burner, but some of her 
skin sticks to the coils and the smell of burnt meat becomes overpowering.
"What are you doing?" Constance yells, holding the little girl’s wrists, pulling them away 
from the hot stove. Wren turns her bright eyes on Constance with a smile. She’s not in pain and 
she wiggles her fingers. Constance can feel her tendons move.
"I just wanted to know what burning felt like," she says. Constance turns Wren’s hands 
over in her own to assess their damage. The skin is bubbling and discolored. Constance pulls her 
over to the sink and turns the faucet to cold, lifts Wren and presses her against the counter with 
her body so she can run the girl’s hands under the water.
"How could you have done that?" Constance says. "What were you thinking?"
"It was fun," Wren says.
"What is wrong with you?" she says.
Marjorie comes into the kitchen then to see her house guest pushing her daughter into the 
counter, thrusting her burned hands into the cold water.
"What’ve you done?" she asks.
"Constance was telling me about how her house burned down," Wren says, "and I wanted 
to see what it felt like."
The answer sends a cold breath all through Constance’s insides.
Marjorie rushes into the kitchen and bumps Constance out of the way to look at Wren’s 
ruined hands.
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"My God," she says. Constance explains that when she came into the kitchen Wren was 
in the process of burning herself, but Marjorie’s voice is cold and she doesn’t meet Constance’s 
eye.
"She’s never done anything like this before," she says. "Why would she do it now?"
"I told you!" Wren squeals. "I wanted to know."
"I’ve gotta take her into town," Marjorie says, reaching for clean towels to wrap her 
daughter’s hands.
"I’ll get her coat," Constance says.
"No, I will," Marjorie says. She ushers Wren upstairs for her coat and shoes and the two 
of them have fled the house a minute later, leaving Constance still standing in the kitchen, by 
herself, feeling as though a wind has died down around her.
Constance does what she can for the other children until the adults return to the house. 
She tells Joelee what happened and he listens, concerned and sympathetic.
"It was like she didn’t even feel it," she says.
Marjorie brings Wren home bandaged, but she’s smiling and as much like herself as she 
ever was. The only explanation she gives for her behavior is that she wanted to know what it felt 
like to burn. Both families eat together that night but Marjorie doesn’t have much to say except 
for the offering of food, and Todd talks to Joelee about the progress on his farm.
"The fields look good," he says. "I think they’ll be okay."
"And the little house? How are you settling in there?"
"Small," Joelee says. "Not right for a baby."
Todd and Marjorie share a look.
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"Have some more potatoes, there’s plenty," Todd says, but Constance is no longer
hungry.
*
Constance and Joelee have been at Todd and Marjorie’s farm for over a month, and 
Marjorie and her children are growing restless. The children complain about sharing a room, and 
Constance’s pregnancy is in its last weeks. She feels enormous and puffy and can no longer help 
as much with the household work. Her body prevents her from too much moving about, and the 
baby almost grown inside her drains her energy as if it is thirsty. Constance cannot wait to be 
delivered of her baby, to know its face, to name it; but the impending birth also fills her with a 
sense of dread, as she remembers what the salesman said, and she does not yet understand the 
meaning. But you will, a voice in her head tells her--you will.
And then the burns on Wren’s hands refuse to heal. Marjorie takes Wren into town to see 
a slew of doctors who prescribe her all kinds of ointments and burn salves, who tie her hands 
with special bandages and inject her with all kinds of things that they say will stimulate her 
body’s ability to regenerate itself. But still her hands do not heal, and the flesh of her palms 
bleeds into the gauze.
The wounds on her hands do not affect her love for Constance, and Wren spends more 
time near her than before; but Constance is wary of what she says, afraid that Wren might make 
a truth out of them. When they are in the kitchen together, Constance watches the child closely, 
terrified of what might happen, what Marjorie might say.
"Don’t you do anything stupid to upset your mama," Constance says.
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"I won’t. She’s asleep anyway," Wren promises, but when she turns around again Wren 
is sitting on the kitchen floor with a raw steak sitting on her thigh and she is pulling pieces from 
it, stuffing them into her mouth.
"Wren!" Constance yells, dropping a wooden spoon onto the counter. "You can’t eat
that."
"But it’s good," Wren says, biting into another piece.
Constance bends to take the slab of meat from Wren’s hands, but the little girl looks up at 
her with deadened eyes.
"If you take this from me I will cut your baby out of you," she hisses.
Constance freezes, long enough that Wren wrests the steak out of her hands, and resumes 
eating it like a little beast, mashing the steak into her mouth, tearing it apart with her baby teeth.
"And if you say anything," Wren whispers. "I will spill that baby all over the ground."
Constance returns to the stove but can’t focus on what she’s cooking. She believes that 
she is at fault for what has happened to the girl, for the fire, and she remembers what the 
salesman said: withstand. She picks up the wooden spoon and stirs the pot, biting her lip so hard 
to keep from sobbing she tastes blood. For the first time since in pregnancy she wonders if it is 
worth it, if the baby is still everything to her, if the baby is worth its price, and hates herself for 
thinking it.
"Are you letting my daughter eat raw meat?" Todd asks from the kitchen entry.
Constance did not see him come in and the sound of his voice startles her into the crying out and 
dropping the spoon.
"Why is she eating that?" Todd asks again, stepping into the kitchen. He seizes the 
shredded meat from Wren and tosses it in the garbage, repulsed, and Wren watches. She turns
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her little face to Constance, a dark grin cracking across its surface. Constance stumbles over 
herself.
"I didn’t mean to," she says.
"Her hands aren’t even bandaged," Todd says, and Constance realizes that it’s true: Wren 
was pawing the meat with her burned palms exposed, and Constance can only imagine what 
kinds of things have gone in under Wren’s skin.
"Okay, when Joelee comes back we’re all going to sit down and talk," Todd says. "It’s 
about time our house return to normal."
"Please," Constance says. "Please, don’t."
Todd picks Wren up off the floor and carries her upstairs. Wren waves at Constance from
her father’s shoulders as they disappear through the doorway.
*
"We’ve got nowhere else to go," Joelee says as the four of them sit around the kitchen
table.
"That little cabin will do just fine," Todd says.
"Not for a new baby," Joelee argues.
Marjorie presses her hands against the edge of the table, pulling the tablecloth off center. 
"We’ve been very generous toward you," she says, her voice controlled. "But weird 
things only happen to Wren when you’re around, and we don’t want no part of it."
Joelee looks at his wife, who cannot read the darkness in his expression.
"But I didn’t tell her to do anything," Constance whispers. "All those things, she did on 
her own."
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"Under your care," Marjorie says and her voice carries a sting of its own. "And I don’t 
see how you expect to parent your own baby, behaving like that."
Joelee rubs Constance’s shoulders, but it feels to her like he barely touches her.
"Alright," Joelee says. "We’ll go out to our farm in the morning."
"Tonight," Todd says, and Joelee raises his hands in surrender.
He and Constance pack up the few belongings that they have and load them into Joelee’s 
truck. Todd closes the front door behind them, and nobody says goodbye.
Joelee’s hands are tight on the steering wheel and Constance leans into the window like 
she wants to escape. Maybe she does. The night surrounding the road feels full and evil, and she 
closes her eyes against it.
"We won’t be able to make the cabin do, when the baby comes," Joelee says. "We’ll have 
to figure something else out. Barely room just for the two of us in there."
"Okay," Constance says, but she senses that something is bubbling in Joelee, and there is 
something in the way that he watches the road that makes her feel like she has lost something.
"Why did you let her take her bandages off?" he murmurs.
"I don’t know," Constance says. She doesn’t remember if Wren had been wearing the 
bandages at all, and she doesn’t know why she didn’t notice they were missing, but she doesn’t 
know what else to say. What could she say, she wonders, to make her husband understand her.
"I’m sorry," she says, and to her surprise he reaches over and places his hand on her leg.
"At least the baby is okay," he says.
The words twist up inside her. She has never loved him more, never hated him this way.
*
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The cabin is a shed with a double bed and an electric camping stove, a Mr. Coffee, and an 
outhouse. It’s small and cramped, but it makes Constance feel closer to Joelee, somehow, maybe 
because she’s seeing more of him. Joelee has started to plant in the fields but it will be a long 
time before any food comes from them. They make trips into town for groceries, but the cramped 
space means the system barely works.
One night as they are lying in bed, the kicking in her belly reminds Constance that she is 
only a few weeks away from giving birth.
"And we don’t have any of the things we need," she says to her husband. "Diapers, a crib. 
We don’t even have a way to really do laundry here, Joe."
"I know," he says, and his voice is like a rockslide in his chest. "I think we need to look
into a rental in town."
He sighs.
"I don’t know where we’d get the money, Connie."
"We’ve got savings, don’t we?"
"Not much, and we won’t get anything for the land, the way it is now."
"So what does that mean for us?" she asks.
"I thought for sure Todd and Marjorie would let us stay there until we figured it out, until
I got money from the harvest that we could do something with," he says. His voice cracks, and 
Constance presses herself closer to him.
"We’ll just have to try to make this place a little bigger," she says, "and use the money for 
groceries. We can withstand it together."
Joelee puts his hand on her belly.
"At least we’ll have a helper, come ten years from now," he says, and she smiles.
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"This baby is everything," she says.
*
She knows that something is wrong when Joelee doesn’t come in from his fieldwork the 
next day. Constance paces around the tiny makeshift cabin and goes for walks during the day, 
and she only starts to worry about him, and suddenly her head is full of the salesman’s voice, her 
mouth full of smoke and sulfur. She swears she hears a dog howling.
But when he is over an hour late to come home the panic in Constance’s legs moves her 
out the door and into the fields. She doesn’t know which way to go, and the sky groans and 
darkens the farther out she walks. The whole field and the forest around them seem full of eyes, 
watching her, licking the bottoms of her bare feet, and bumps rise on her skin against the wind. 
She follows the marks of tractor tread she thinks is freshest, moving as fast as she can, her belly 
like a round moon in front of her. Panic rises in her chest and she starts calling her husband’s 
name. Her voice dies in the air.
When she is a mile from the cabin and close to the road thick pelts of water soak into her 
clothes, her skin, her bones. Thunder growls like it’s hungry and spits down on her, and darkness 
pools under the forest line and between the rows of wheat. Water mixes into the fertile land and 
with the thick rain, mud forms, and before long Constance’s feet are getting sucked into the 
ground.
She calls her husband’s name until she is hoarse, but against the rain, she knows he 
cannot hear her.
Then she sees the flash of metal a few yards further into the wheat and she trudges 
forward until Joelee’s tractor comes into view.
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It is crumpled and twisted, steaming at the edge of the field, as if it has run into 
something but there is nothing close enough but the wheat. As she approaches she sees the red of 
her husband’s shirt tucked under the tractor’s mighty front wheel and she rushes to him, falls into 
the mud.
"No, please," she says, but she can tell by the crook in his neck and the stillness of his 
eyes that he is close to death. He is caught under the wheel and the monstrous machine rests on 
his chest, pushing him into the mud. His bones have been crushed to dust under its weight. Blood 
leaks out of his mouth and there’s a whistle in his shallow breathing, and Constance doesn’t 
know how to get a hold of anybody.
The pain in her belly comes then, full and vicious, and she clutches it and cries out, and 
the hot moisture coming from between her legs can’t be mud. Her womb feels wrong.
"No, no," she groans, sinking into the mud, and it feels like she is on fire even with the 
wet rain against her skin. She retches into the mud beside her, all bile and burn, and then there is 
a rustling in the wheat that stops when she looks up and out onto the distant road in front of her.
There comes a great beast of a hound, shaggy and black, and the eyes that gaze back at 
her in the rain glow red and orange. A growl rumbles in its massive throat and she hears what it 
is saying: this is where you choose. The hound is a shadow, and she can see the forest and the 
road through the blackness of its massive body. Its silhouette crackles and burns. Long, curved 
teeth gleam at her. Her anguish makes her ready. She reaches her hands out and moves her 
fingers because she knows who has sent the hound and knows what it has come to collect, knows 
that this is the last of her debt. At the motion of her fingers, the hound’s smoky muscles shudder 
and it steps forward towards her through the long wheat. Constance beckons it with her empty 
hands and the hound comes toward her down the dark road.
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Sour Breath
Roselight comes home from dressmaking school in the early autumn with pink lips and a 
small dark bruise blooming at the base of her white throat. The darkness of her dress is the blue 
of the veins pulsing under the bruise, and her smiles shine and shine. Margaret-Juniper looms in 
the kitchen arch and looks at her sister across the hallway, at the mud she brings in on her heels, 
the little cakes of earth they push into the floor. The leaves have already fallen and Margaret- 
Juniper imagines the crispy crunch shoes like that would make on a pile of dying leaves, what 
sound they make on a factory floor, what it would feel like to take them off; and then in the hum 
of Roselight’s body as she enters their childhood house Margaret-Juniper can hear that 
somebody else has been kissing her.
Margaret-Juniper wishes that she wasn’t wearing shoes so she wouldn’t have to see both 
pairs at one time. Hers are flat and thin and old, probably hand-me-downs, more like slippers 
than shoes. She can’t remember where they came from. Maybe they had been Roselight’s once, 
or their mother’s, or maybe they had been a birthday gift before birthdays were forgotten. When 
did she last have a birthday? Was it soon? Was it written down somewhere? Maybe the exact 
date and time of her birth is documented somewhere in the house, but maybe it isn’t.
Their father has come to the front hallway now and wraps his arm around Roselight’s 
shoulders. She kisses him on the cheek and leaves behind a little pink stain on his whiskers 
which might stay there until he looks into a mirror, days from now. Toes stick out of his 
mismatched socks. He ushers her down the hallway into the kitchen and Margaret-Juniper is 
quick to turn her face into the shadows behind the arch, catching the smell of something she 
cannot name as Roselight passes. Their father settles Roselight down at the kitchen table and
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when her back is turned Margaret-Juniper steals into the room behind her, observing at the 
doorway, neither in nor out, like the trees poking their fingers through the broken windows.
The walls of the house are crooked pastels stitched with fading prints of finches. It is a 
narrow house whose bones and beds creak and sag with the weight of bodies, and outside the 
trees bend their backs to peer through the glass. They press themselves against the panes, 
darkening rooms, wondering how to get in while Margaret-Juniper looks back at them. She 
wishes she had thought to wash the dust from the lacy gray curtains, wishes that they didn’t 
droop so much, but washing them may not have made them any prettier. Nobody would have 
noticed her work anyway except their mother, and they had buried her years before.
"Well, tell us about school," their father says as he rifles through cupboards. "Something
warm?"
"Please," Roselight says. "Where’s Elphie?"
"I’m not sure," their father says. "You’ll have to ask your sister—she was watching her. 
Margaret-Juniper, are you here?"
Margaret-Juniper moves into the light of the kitchen and lets herself be seen, fancying 
herself a kind of ghost, pressing her back against the wall.
"I don’t know. I think she’s sleeping," Margaret-Juniper says.
"Oh, well, could you put the kettle on while you’re here?" he says. "I can’t find any of the
tea."
Roselight turns in her chair to look up into Margaret-Juniper’s face. Her dark eyes are 
bright and Margaret-Juniper thinks them full of stars. Roselight smiles, a curve in her face that is 
soft and warm.
"Nice to see you," Margaret-Juniper says.
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"I didn’t know you were back there," Roselight says.
"Could you go wake Elphie up? She’d hate to miss her sister," their father says.
"Oh, no, don’t wake her up if she’s sleeping," Roselight says.
"Well, I was here," Margaret-Juniper says.
"The kettle, please," says their father.
Margaret-Juniper crosses into the kitchen, lights the stove, and fills the pot. Her father 
takes a seat at the kitchen table across from his oldest daughter, leaning his grizzled face on his 
hands, and she twirls her long dark hair in her own.
"Tell us what you’ve learned," he says. "Anything interesting?"
"I’m learning new stitches," Roselight says with a bright shine in her voice. "I’m learning 
how to wield a needle."
"And you enjoy it?" he asks.
"Very much. Oh, Maggie, would you make me a cup of chocolate?" Roselight asks, and 
Margaret-Juniper feels a certain spark at the sound of her nickname in her sister’s mouth.
Nobody else ever calls her that, and it’s been so long since she’s heard it.
"Yeah," Margaret-Juniper smiles.
"You always did it the best," Roselight says and her white teeth glisten.
Margaret-Juniper picks a tin of cocoa powder and some sugar and swirls them together in 
a chipped mug on the kitchen counter, her back turned to the conversation between Roselight and 
her father, her own smile an irrepressible secret.
Then there is the thunderous sound of tiny feet and shrill child-shrieks as littlest sister 
Elphie, a golden streak in a green dress, explodes into the kitchen and climbs onto Roselight’s 
lap, into her hair, surrounding her with laughter that erupts in ringlets. Roselight clutches her and
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Margaret-Juniper hears the sound of kisses being planted all over Elphie’s face, can picture 
Roselight’s fingers in the warm golden hair without having to see it to know what it is like.
"So you are awake," Roselight says. "How big you are now."
"We missed you," Elphie squeaks, sugar-sweet, and their voices rise up in the house like 
finch-wing flutters, their words like daybreak birdsong.
"Well, I missed you," comes the sweet reply. "I think about you every day."
The kettle begins to scream on the stove.
Margaret-Juniper picks it up with a tattered dishrag and walks it and the cup of chocolate 
to the kitchen table. With her eyes on Roselight she pours the hot water into the cup, swirling the 
stream to leave no powder, saturating every granule. She pours slowly and the steam rises up into 
the ceiling, but the cup is full almost to overflowing before Roselight acknowledges Margaret- 
Juniper’s hand.
"That’s good," she says, snuggling her face into Elphie’s, and doesn’t waft the sweet 
smell up into her nose or say how good it looks, how lovely it will be to taste Margaret-Juniper’s 
hot chocolate again, how she’s missed this.
"My classes are wonderful," Roselight says to their father. "I love them, and I’ll miss 
them now I’m almost done."
"Does that mean you’re coming home?" Elphie asks, but Roselight only laughs.
"You should all really come visit me in the city sometime," she says. "I know Elphie 
would love it, and you’ve never seen me stitch a thing."
"There’s a lot of things around here you could stitch," Margaret-Juniper says.
Elphie shrieks in pleasure at the prospect of seeing the city, and her father shushes her.
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"Maybe some other time," he says. "Tell us more about your life, then. Oh, some water 
for me, Margaret-Juniper."
She fills the cup for him and puts the kettle back on the stove, leaning against the wall. 
She hears a little scratching on the stairs and reasons that second-littlest sister Annaluna has 
come to rest at the base of them, her favorite haunt, taking in the voices drifting through the 
house. Their mother never scolded her for that, never scolded Margaret-Juniper for lurking in 
doorways or getting into the medicine-room, but Mother stopped saying much of anything after 
what happened with the neighbors’ babies and everything that followed after, and in that silence 
Margaret-Juniper dreamed of a sharpness in her mother’s voice she wasn’t sure she'd ever even 
heard. She pours a cup for herself and balances it between her naked palms.
"It is nice to see you," Margaret-Juniper says, willing her voice to be strong enough to be 
a snake in the conversation. Roselight smiles and squeezes Elphie, but no one responds.
"How long are you going to be here?" Margaret-Juniper says, a little louder. No one 
looks at her, and she feels as if her voice turns into steam and passes through the wood, into the 
ceiling that has absorbed all of their conversations for all of their years, into the rooms above and 
upward towards a place where Margaret-Juniper is sure that nobody ever listens either.
Then the scent of the sweetness of the kitchen smells fill Margaret-Juniper’s nose and she 
finds herself relishing the burn of the cup on her bare palms. Her hands are turning white and 
pink and red and the cells are burning, burning, the nerves are firing; sounds are slipping from 
her burning mouth, cutting through the steam of tea and the singsong vapor of voices:
"Aren’t you going to tell us why you’re here?" The loudness of her own voice surprises 
her. It shakes the kitchen. It makes ripples in the water. Elphie squeaks.
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Both Roselight and their father turn to look at her. Margaret-Juniper's stare rests on 
Roselight, who lifts her pale chin. Something bubbles in her dark irises. A pink blush streaks 
through the white cream of her face and Margaret-Juniper remembers that expression from 
nighttimes before Roselight left for school, the quick tuck of lip under her white teeth. Margaret- 
Juniper sucks the steam into her lungs and shudders at the influx of warmth between her lips.
"Answer."
Roselight and their father crane their necks towards the hall through which Annaluna’s 
sullen voice has come, a low sizzle that burns their words away. Margaret-Juniper smiles into the 
cup in her palm.
"It’s because she loves us," Elphie squeaks. Roselight kisses the top of Elphie’s 
goldenwhite head but her eyes are on Margaret-Juniper.
"I suppose I might as well tell you all now," she says in a voice like even footsteps. 
"Somebody has asked me to marry him, and I’ve said yes."
There is a twisting in Margaret-Juniper's heart and then a quiet snap. Something drifts 
inside her. She is not surprised: she felt the bright light in her sister's body as soon as she stepped 
into the little house. The heat from the cup no longer burns her.
"How nice," their father says, looking up into the rafters.
Margaret-Juniper imagines dropping her cup. She imagines the loud shatter of the 
porcelain, the burn of the water on her bare feet. Oh, no, Roselight would say and get up out of 
her chair, and then the two of them would clean the mess together, and Roselight would press her 
hand to the small of Margaret-Juniper’s back as they stand together with the shards in their hands 
and Roselight says, I think about you all the time, and Margaret-Juniper asks if what Roselight 
had meant to say was that she had come home to stay, and Roselight would say, yes.
92
"He’s very kind, and he loves me. I think you would all like him," Roselight says, 
searching Margaret-Juniper’s face from her seat.
"Is he handsome?" Elphie asks.
"Oh, very," Roselight say, but that is all she says. Margaret-Juniper can still feel 
Roselight looking at her when she turns her face away to the big kitchen window. Outside, the 
forest breaks the light and turns it white and gray and white again.
"How long have you been married?" their father asks.
"Well, we’re not married yet," Roselight says, "though we intend to be, soon."
"Yes, that’s nice, that’s nice," he says.
"His mother comes in to have dresses made at the factory. She likes me, and she's been 
sending her son to pick up her orders on Sunday afternoons when I'm there. She's very kind."
"Your mother would have liked that."
Elphie hops down from Roselight’s lap to play with the hem of her skirt. She is too young 
to remember their mother, Margaret-Juniper thinks, and while she doesn’t envy Elphie that, she 
wonders what it would be like not to know how to miss her.
The chair shifts with Roselight and the sound circles in Margaret-Juniper's eardrums.
"Are we invited to the wedding?" Annaluna says as she stalks into the kitchen, bony 
ankles rising like moons out of her thin socks. She gets a piece of cheese out of the fridge and 
nibbles it.
"Oh!" their father says. "I didn’t think about that."
"Well, that’s something I wanted to talk to you about," Roselight says and twirls her 
hands together in her lap. "You see, Quinley’s mother is paying for it all, and all the 
arrangements have already been made. It has mostly been out of my hands," she says.
93
"So, you mean for us not to come, then," Annaluna says through a mouth full of cheddar. 
"Okay."
"I’m sorry, " Roselight says.
"That’s not very nice," Annaluna says.
"It wasn’t up to me."
"Congratulations," Annaluna says. "How very exciting for you. I’m sure you and 
Quinley’s mother will be very happy together."
"Lunie," their father breathes.
On her way out of the kitchen, Annaluna pats the top of Roselight’s shining head.
"We’re all very happy for you, dear," their father says.
"Very," Margaret-Juniper says, and Roselight presses her lips together.
Margaret-Juniper sets her cup down on the counter and makes her way upstairs to her 
bedroom. She is used to keeping her feet light on the creaky wood so she didn’t disturb her 
mother when she was sick in the weeks before she died. She lays her feet down heel-to-toe in a 
flat, fluid motion, like the pages of a book turning, and lays herself down across her bed. Hers is 
one of the larger rooms in the house and the one that gets the most light, so Roselight did not 
complain when their parents asked her to move in and give up her own room for baby Elphie. It 
had been that way until Roselight left for seamstress school two years ago and then the room was 
Margaret-Juniper’s again, and it seemed so much larger than it did before, like the walls had 
been blown out into the light.
Margaret-Juniper closes her eyes, thinking of kisses, of the softness of warm, clean hair. 
She wonders if Roselight leaves her stockings on, if her Quinley has light hair or dark eyes or a
94
square chin, if he looks like a prince, if he looks like a beggar. Probably not like a beggar, she 
decides, if his mother has all this money.
She feels an unexpected warmth near her feet and opens her eyes. Annaluna stands in 
front of her, arms folded, mousy hair pinned away from her face with tens of clips.
"Why do you think we weren’t invited?" she says.
Margaret-Juniper sits up, rubbing her palms over her thighs.
"I don’t know," she says.
"I wonder if they’ll have kids."
"I don’t know that, either."
Annaluna sits down next to her on the bed. "You’re not upset she didn’t invite us," she
says.
"I guess not," Margaret-Juniper says, looking out the window. "I’ve never wanted to go 
to a wedding anyway."
"I’d like to have seen it," Annaluna says. "The city too."
"We could still go, another time, maybe."
Annaluna lays down on her back. She is taller than Margaret-Juniper and her legs dangle 
off the side.
"Do you think it was because of Mother?"
Margaret-Juniper is quiet for a while, turning the question over in her own mouth, licking 
the fricatives against her teeth. It is a big question and she thinks that if she swallowed it, it 
might make her sick.
"It could have been a lot of things," she says.
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It has been a long time since anybody laid down in this bed next to her, Margaret-Juniper 
thinks, and the added sag in the old bed makes her wary. When Roselight first moved into the 
room they had slept with their heads at opposite ends, but only at the beginning.
She closes her eyes again and rolls over onto her side, turning her back to her sister. 
Annaluna talks but to herself, and Margaret-Juniper remembers kisses and sighs and the feeling 
of Roselight’s fingers braiding their hair together, light and dark and light. She remembers 
running her hand over Roselight’s thigh and over the small of her breast, down the range of her 
back and the sharp jut of her narrow hip. She rubs her fingers up and down over her exposed 
wrist and thinks of the rustle of nightdresses, of the dark that beckoned her and Roselight, of the 
relief that came with Roselight’s sour breath on Margaret-Juniper’s neck.
When she opens her eyes again Annaluna has gone and the sky is dark. The shadows of 
the trees sway back and forth outside her window as a windstorm blows in from the foothills, 
rattling the sides of the house, sticking its tongue through the cracks in its sides. Margaret- 
Juniper rolls over onto her back. Alone in the bed again, she is cold, and it feels to her as though 
the bed beneath her is cold too. She wonders if her body can’t generate heat, or if the bed is 
unwilling to take it from her.
Wrapping a quilt around her shoulders Margaret-Juniper pads quietly down the stairs 
towards the kitchen. The house glows orange and brown with a thousand lit candles whose little 
flames flicker when the wind outside picks up. Roselight is curled onto the couch, wrapped in 
blankets, reading a book with Elphie. Annaluna sits on the windowsill, looking out. Margaret- 
Juniper tucks the fold of the blanket over her head like a hood and lets it trail behind her into the
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kitchen. She cuts a piece of cheese from the block and stuffs it into her mouth, then roots around 
in the cupboards for something else. Under the quilt her belly rumbles.
"You missed dinner," comes a voice from the doorframe.
Margaret-Juniper leans back to see Roselight standing there, radiant in a burgundy shawl. 
Margaret-Juniper swallows a hunk of cheese.
"Where’s Father?" she says.
"In their room, probably," Roselight says. "You know how he can be." She smiles, and 
Margaret-Juniper feels something inside her tug down towards the floor. There is no their, she 
thinks.
"I don’t know," she says.
Roselight tugs her shawl around her a little tighter.
"Do you want me to make you something? I made a quiche for dinner. There might be 
some left over."
The sight of a porcelain cup on the kitchen table catches Margaret-Juniper’s eye. It is the 
cup of hot chocolate she poured for Roselight earlier, still untouched, a perfect little ring of 
chocolate powder settled at the surface.
"No," she says and returns her attention to the cabinets. Her skin twitches under the quilt.
"Maggie," Roselight says as she comes to rest next to her, close enough to touch. 
"Maggie, I’m sorry."
"Okay," Margaret-Juniper says and sticks a graham cracker into her mouth. The crunch 
and crumble are satisfying to her, the sweet breakage in her mouth like a word she’s just learned.
"I wanted to invite you," Roselight says, "I just thought it might be too much, to get you 
all into the city."
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"It’s fine," Margaret-Juniper breathes through cracker crumbs. "It’s your life."
"I just didn’t want you to think it was because of you."
"That isn’t what I think," Margaret-Juniper says. She tucks the quilt under her arm and 
reaches for another graham cracker. Outside, the wind howls its loneliness, blowing and blowing 
and having no one to meet it on the other side.
"Congratulations," Margaret-Juniper says and tries to pass Roselight to leave the kitchen.
"Maggie," she says, touching her fingers to Margaret-Juniper’s elbow, and the touch is 
like a burn under Margaret-Juniper’s skin. It is a thing she has not felt in so long that it makes the 
room in front of her freeze while her brain spins like wind. She turns her face up to her sister’s 
and Roselight’s brow darkens. Margaret-Juniper wonders what Roselight sees there, what is 
reflected back at her.
"Take me into Mother’s medicine-room," she says.
"Why?"
"I just want to see it," Roselight says.
Margaret-Juniper gets the key off the hook in the kitchen. They keep the medicine-room 
locked so Elphie won’t get into anything, but Margaret-Juniper knows that when the door is open 
there is a sorrow and a loneliness that pours from it into the rest of the house and it keeps 
everybody from getting warm. She folds the quilt over a kitchen chair and starts up the stairs, 
conscious of how closely Roselight follows her.
"How long has it been since anybody went in?" Roselight asks. Margaret-Juniper doesn’t 
respond as she fits the old key into the lock. She has to wiggle it a little to get the knob to move 
and when the door swings open the smell of must kisses Margaret-Juniper on the cheeks. She 
pulls the cords on some of the work lamps and they illuminate the medicine-room with a dim
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glow made brighter by soft reflections on the glass jars and vases that cover the workbench, the 
shelves, the windowsill. As the old lamps warm up so does their brightness until every jar and 
powder buzzes with fuzzy light.
Roselight steps into the room, running her hands over the butcher-block table, rubbing 
dust between the pads of her fingers. Margaret-Juniper can’t help but notice how the red of her 
shawl catches the lamplight, and it seems like she is illuminated from the inside out.
"How strange," Roselight says. "Nothing looks any different."
"We never moved anything," Margaret-Juniper says.
"You just locked the door."
Roselight pulls out the workbench stool and sits down on it in front of the table. She 
looks so much like their mother, Margaret-Juniper thinks, and she looks like she belongs in front 
of the workbench. It looks to Margaret-Juniper like this is where Roselight should stay.
"Do you ever talk to the neighbors?" Roselight says.
"No," Margaret-Juniper replies. "We don’t really talk to anyone."
"I wonder how old the twins would be now," Roselight says.
"Four years and two months."
Roselight looks up at her.
"I guess that’s right," she says. "Four years and two months."
It had been an accident. Their mother, the medicine-woman, had gone to treat two twin 
babies for a sickness she had encountered many times before; and their mother was exhausted 
from the journey. She put too much of the nightshade into the babies’ medicine, and they did not 
wake up again after their parents tucked them into their cribs.
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After that nobody left the house; nobody could bear to, and their mother got sicker and 
sicker with grief, trying to keep the loneliness of what she had done to herself but in drawing 
herself away, drew them to each other.
"She had wanted to teach you," Roselight says. "About medicine. She used to talk about 
it when you were a baby."
"She never said so," Margaret-Juniper replies.
"I think by the time you were old enough it was too late," Roselight says.
"Why didn’t she teach you?"
Roselight shrugs.
"She only ever said you," she says. "She only ever talked about you."
Margaret-Juniper wonders what it would be like if her mother had taught her about the 
powders and tinctures of plant types. Maybe she would be the one treating the neighbors’ 
illnesses, pressing cold cloths to the foreheads of the sick and fevered. People would come to the 
house and ask for her by name. But nobody comes to the house anymore, maybe not even 
Roselight again after this, and none of the girls or their father can bring themselves even to cut 
the grass.
"I would have wanted to," Roselight says, looking at the table in front of her. Margaret- 
Juniper feels a weight in her stomach.
"Neither of us will ever get to, now," she says.
"It shouldn’t have happened," Roselight says.
"I wanted to, too."
The wind outside cries and shakes the windows.
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"It wasn’t on purpose," Margaret-Juniper says. Roselight pulls her hands together across 
the top of the table and nods.
"She never got over it," Roselight says. Margaret-Juniper shifts her weight.
"You should stay," she says, and the words are warm and cold in her mouth. Roselight 
looks up at her.
"I can’t," she says, and Margaret-Juniper knows in her bones that it is true.
"But you should," she says, and feels the weight of Roselight’s eyes on her own, on her 
nose, lingering on her mouth.
"The wedding," Roselight says.
Margaret-Juniper nods, leaning her weight on the table, tilting in towards Roselight.
"I don’t know what to do," she says, and Roselight watches her lips move.
Then a huge gust of wind rattles the house and shakes its spine but the sound is broken by 
the splitting of an old tree. The crack of its body is deafening and fills all of the sky and all of 
Margaret-Juniper and leaves a ringing in her ears. The forest rips and parts as the splintered trunk 
falls into it, smashing smaller trees, until its way has cleared. Roselight leaps out of her stool and 
the two of them race down the stairs and out the front door. The body of the colossal tree lies in 
their front yard, its base rising high above their heads. The storm around them is warm and fast 
and it feels to Margaret-Juniper like it holds her, like it is wrapped around her, that she is part of 
it.
She and Roselight stand at the base of the broken tree. Their father joins them, carrying 
Elphie, and Annaluna stands as a ghost in the open doorway. Together they admire the size of 
the tree and the size of its falling. Its roots coil and uncoil in the wind and Margaret-Juniper 
thinks it looks as if it has been alive; she wonders if she is looking at its guts, at its heart. The
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tree is so much taller than any of them and she feels dwarfed by its size, grateful for once to be 
so small. She wishes she could remember the sound of the splitting tree so she could play it over 
and over in her head, so she could come to know it, to imitate the sound through her own throat. 
It is like she has felt that feeling so many times but never heard it, never seen it, and now it is in 
front of her.
"We’ll have firewood," their father says, and his voice is almost carried off by the wind. 
Margaret-Juniper realizes she hates the sound of his voice and the words he uses with it. She 
wishes he would do something, but he never does, and she hates it. Nobody else says anything. 
They all just look at the enormity of the tree, feeling small beside, but nobody else is watching 
the atrophy of its roots.
"We had better all go back in to bed," he says. He carries Elphie back into the house, but 
Roselight still stands beside Margaret-Juniper, but when Margaret-Juniper only fingers the 
wiggling roots and offers her no words, she too turns back inside. Margaret-Juniper watches her 
pass Annaluna in the doorway, who starts down the front steps of the shabby house.
The roots still feel alive, like they are searching for the ground that is now far enough 
away from them that they cannot touch. Margaret-Juniper relishes the grainy, wet feeling of the 
dirt on her palms. She makes sure to get it under her nails and in the folds of the skin. She is 
aware that Annaluna is watching her, that Annaluna has begun to approach, and when Annaluna 
reaches out to hold the roots in her palms Margaret-Juniper lets her.
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The Revival of the Forest Inn
On the third day of cleaning the Inn Alice-Ivy finds a pair of rusting hedgetrimmers and 
starts to cut. She snips away at the twigs and branches shadowing the front windows until her 
reflection appears in the window. The hedgetrimmers are stubborn but there is strength enough 
in her small hands to reveal the red of stained glass, to banish forests. The Inn, like her, has been 
alone a long time, and she wonders if there are people in the world who do not remember where 
they are from the way she does, like her mother who could not tell you now if you asked her. She 
plucks weeds from the wood, scrapes moss from the cedar planks, clips everything away. She is 
down on her hands and knees scratching little white bogflowers from the porch when she feels a 
thin stirring in her ear that isn’t wind, that isn’t the buzz of an insect. Craning her head, she turns 
to see that at the far end of the Inn, on the second story, two pale hands slide an unbroken 
window closed and then disappear away into the dark.
It happens too quickly for her to believe it has happened at all, but the insides of her ears 
itch a little with the disturbance. She has gotten to her feet and is forcing herself back inside the 
hollow belly of the inn, down the hall where just the night before she swept away spiders and 
leaves. The way is musty and the dirt on the windows kills the light. Alice-Ivy mounts the stairs, 
short of breath, aware of the plaque on her teeth, and when she tries to ask, Hello? Where are 
you? she finds the only thing that will come out of her mouth is a shaky, breathy song from the 
childhood she spent here. She is barely singing as she walks down the hall where all the guest 
rooms are closed, but a little sliver of brown light peeks out from the bottom of the last door. She 
pushes the door open, gently, the weight of her own limbs like soggy wood.
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Inside the small room, there is a rotten mattress on the floor and a few threadbare 
blankets. Empty cans are stacked in one corner, an old pair of shoes tossed into another. Alice- 
Ivy moves into the room, looking around her. Something reeks of mold. There are huge cracks in 
the stained glass of the windows and shards of them are missing altogether. This had been one of 
the nicer guest suites when Alice-Ivy was a child, a bridal suite, one of the prettiest ones in the 
entire hotel, in the county. Branches of an old oak tree had been twisted and bent to form 
fairytale arches over the windows and doors, curling around them and back into the wood, and as 
a child Alice-Ivy had tried to sneak into the room to look at them to her parents’ consternation, 
and if she got caught her father, a big man with a red beard, would chase her back into her own 
room. He used to joke with some of the patrons late at night in the bar, when he didn’t know she 
watched from the doorway:
"She’s too young to be hearing where she came from," he would say. "But if those 
couples stick around long enough for her tantrums, they might pipe down in there."
The huge bed still stands in the middle of the room. The bedskirt waves along the dirty 
floorboards, and she reaches down to shake the fabric and a cloud of yellow dust rises under her 
fingers. Even in its rotten condition the room is still beautiful to her. Hearing only her own 
breathing in the room, she eases herself down onto the old bed and looks up at the water-stains in 
the ceiling. The wood there looks burnt orange and little leaves have begun to sprout around the 
stains. Then, something pushes sharply into the backs of her thighs, through the denim of her 
jeans. She sits up and when she moves her legs, she finds a collection of toenails, clipped and 
curved like little white moons.
She leaps from the bed, brushing the backs of her legs, in case any have stuck to her. 
There are tens of toenails, some small and delicate and others hard and greenish. The nails spot
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the foot of the bed and some of them fall to the ground. There they all are, sitting on the top of 
the bridal duvet, catching the light and casting tiny half-circle shadows. Her skin prickles as the 
closet door behind her creaks and she knows that she is not alone in the room. She forces her feet 
to move, one after the other in deliberate steps, to the closet, whose door is hanging open just 
enough to be seen.
She pulls it back slowly, her teeth digging deep into her bottom lip, until she is looking 
down into a skeletal face whose huge, colorless eyes are made brighter by the purple bruises 
beneath. The tiny creature balls in on itself, a piece of bread so rotten it’s black clutched in a 
bony hand. It wraps its bare arms around its knees, huddling in. It flinches away from her,
shutting its eyes against the light, and milky gray tears start to leak from under its eyelids.
*
The Forest Inn had once been the project of an old pastor who swore to his wife that God 
came to him and said: if you build a treehouse for the people, I will make sure you never run out 
of materials. And so construction had begun and never stopped: rooms were added, windows 
were put in, bridges were hung up with rope. Even after the old pastor was never to leave the 
hospital construction continued under his orders, but when he died his wife, tired of the strange 
dream God had given her husband, sold the solid, massive treehouse to Alice-Ivy’s parents. They 
renovated each room and turned the treehouse into the only hotel of its kind, Alice-Ivy’s first 
home.
She thinks of herself, even now, as a child of the forest. She can’t picture any scene 
without trees looming in the background, and every smell that isn’t of pine and rain is strange to 
her. She spent her early years folding napkins for the great dining hall and helping the maids 
distribute washcloths and little soaps to every room. She pressed her ears to floors, to doors, to
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wooden walls and listened to the adults talking. She is an only child, a late-in-life surprise to her 
parents, homeschooled in part by her parents and in part by a visiting tutor who only went by 
Missus. She was five before she saw another child, and at first she thought she was looking into 
some kind of mirror and that her own face had changed, become unfamiliar to her, until the other 
girl reached up to hold her own mother’s hand and Alice-Ivy realized that was a thing she’d 
never done. She stalked that family’s room in hopes of meeting the other little girl, but her 
mother scolded her for not helping around the inn and for pestering the guests, and she didn’t see 
the other child again until her family checked out of their room. She wondered then if her mother 
thought the little girl wanted nothing to do with Alice-Ivy and keeping her away from their room 
was her way of saying so.
Then, when she was twelve, her father died of a heart attack, fell flat on his back on the 
dining-room floor and that was the end of living at the Forest Inn.
Her mother had to abandon the property because she couldn’t sell it, and Alice-Ivy and 
her mother moved into a boxy apartment in the city. They sold off most of the Inn’s furniture and 
goods, wrote letters of recommendation for the staff, even Missus, who Alice-Ivy missed but 
couldn’t say why. But even though they let go the workers and the maintenance crew, Alice- 
Ivy’s mother left most of her daughter’s things in her bedroom.
"For when we come back," her mother had said, pulling little twigs out of Alice-Ivy’s 
wild dark hair, but they didn’t. Instead her mother got a job managing a hotel in the city and 
Alice-Ivy hated school. She missed the woods so much that after her father’s funeral, in a 
graveyard near the city hotel, her mother found her up a tree, shaking the branches with her sobs 
and raining pine needles all the way down.
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"I want to go home," Alice-Ivy said, but the cab her mother called for her took her back 
to the apartment, and over time she figured out that this is how her life was to be: streets and tall 
lamps, the smell of diesel, long sags of power lines, and on the bus rides home from school she
closed her eyes until it wasn’t all so uncomfortable.
*
"Go away," the creature in the closet says in a voice like cobwebs. "Leave me alone."
Alice-Ivy realizes she is looking at a child, what looks like a little boy, though his face is 
covered in dirt. She doesn’t know what to say, and she doesn’t move.
"Go away," the child says again, and she sees that the nails on his bare feet are perfectly 
trimmed.
"How long have you been here?" Alice-Ivy breathes.
"My mom is coming to get me."
The little boy tries to scoot deeper into the closet, away from her, but there is nowhere 
else for him to go. Alice-Ivy catches the stark scent of his unclean body. His eyes are huge and 
sunken, the skin around them the purple of night, and she can make out the shape of his clavicle 
and ribs through his t-shirt.
"Are you the only one here?" she asks.
The boy doesn’t respond, only bunches himself up in the closet, and Alice-Ivy resists the 
urge to touch him, to see if he is warm.
"You’re hungry," she says.
"I shouldn’t be talking to you," he says, eyeing her.
"Where is your mom?"
No reply.
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"I have crackers. Downstairs. You can come and eat some if you want," she says, sensing 
that he will say nothing else to her. She leaves the bedroom with the boy in it and wonders if 
maybe she hasn’t seen a ghost, if she hasn’t started seeing things that may or may not be there. 
She glances behind her all the way back downstairs.
She steps outside onto the front porch of the Inn and leans her back against the door, 
breathing hard. It’s just a child, she tells herself, a lonely little child, not the first the Inn has ever 
seen. You remember that feeling, she tells herself. She knows she has to call someone: the boy 
can’t be left at the Inn to fend for himself, but she doesn’t know any phone numbers.
When her heart slows down and the sweat on her skin has cooled, Alice-Ivy looks at the 
work she’s done at the front of the treehouse. The ground in front has been cleared, except for 
the mountain of trash bags she’ll have to drive to the dump. In the three days she has been at the 
Inn she has made some progress in getting it to look better, but the Inn is bigger somehow than 
she remembered, even rotted out as it is. There is so much work still to do, so many repairs to be 
done, and her job at the library cannot afford all the things she needs it to. She thinks of the 
pastor who started all of this and his dedication to its construction, but Alice-Ivy doesn’t think 
God would be willing to grant her the materials. The thought of leaving the Inn to the wild hurts 
her chest, but the treehouse looms above her, its weight sagging between the trees where it was 
built, full of flowers, spiders, and mold, and she feels so small.
Her father would have done it. He would have quit his job and stayed out here at the Inn, 
given his life to fix it. He loved the treehouse. Alice-Ivy wonders if he can see it, what he thinks, 
what he would tell her she has to do. She wonders what her mother would say, but her mother is 
lying in a hospital bed with a brain soft and spongy, unlikely to say anything to Alice-Ivy again.
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Alice-Ivy spends her life in the stacks, in her tiny apartment on the far side of town, and she 
can’t remember what her parents’ voices sound like.
When she goes inside the little boy is waiting for her in the kitchen. He startles her, but 
she finds the sudden jolt of energy refreshing somehow, like a coffee buzz in the morning, 
grateful for the reminder of feeling.
"I don’t know," he says. His dark hair is matted to his face and she can’t quite tell what 
color his shirt is supposed to be.
"Don’t know what?"
"Where my mom is."
She steps into the kitchen and starts pulling some of her groceries out of their bags, 
enough for a week or so. She lays the box of promised crackers out on the table, but he doesn’t 
move.
"My mom is in the hospital," Alice-Ivy says, but she isn’t sure why she’s said it. She 
opens the crackers and bites into one, feeling its crumbs stick to her dry lips, wishing she could 
eat the words instead but grateful to have heard them out loud.
"She said she was gonna come back," the boy says.
"When was the last time you saw her?"
"A while ago. She brought me bread."
"Do you see her a lot?"
"Not anymore."
Alice-Ivy extends the box of crackers to the boy and he takes one, eyes on her face.
"My name is Alice," she says.
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"I’m not supposed to tell anyone my name," he says, and she can’t suppress the feeling of 
disappointment pooling at the bottom of her stomach.
"Okay," she says.
They eat crackers together in silence for a while, but in eating the boy picks up speed and 
his face starts to color. She worries he’s going to make himself sick, but when the crackers are 
gone he looks up at Alice-Ivy.
"Do you have more?"
She roots through the bags and hands him a bag of potato chips. He tears them open and 
the kitchen fills with their salty, earthy smell.
"How come you’re here?" the boy asks.
"My parents owned this hotel," she says, "but I want to try to sell it so I can use the 
money."
"How much money?"
"I don’t know yet. I want it to look nice before I have anyone come look at it."
The boy chews more slowly now. She watches him lick the salt off of a chip, then nibble 
at it, letting it get soggy between his teeth. Eating humanizes him, brings light into his eyes.
"How old are you?" she says.
"Eight."
Alice-Ivy would not have guessed it. The boy is small, so small, and all alone in the big 
forest hotel.
"I’m tired now," he says. "I’m going to go to sleep."
The sound of another person’s voice is strange to her but not unwelcome.
"Don’t you want some more food?" she asks. "I have plenty."
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"No," he says. "I want to sleep."
"Is there anyone I should find for you?" she asks.
His eyes widen and he wipes the cracker dust from his face.
"Please don’t tell anyone I’m here," he says. "Please."
"Why not?" she asks.
"Because my mom is coming for me and I have to be here. Please don’t tell."
His eyes are so wild and colorless that she is almost transfixed by them, and it has been a 
long time since she’s had a conversation this long with anyone. She can barely remember the 
rules of ordinary chatter, and wonders if maybe she never learned them. She knows the little boy 
can’t stay at the Inn, especially once she leaves in a few days. She could drive into town and talk 
to the police, she thinks, but she doesn’t want to leave the child by himself, and though she 
doesn’t know him well she knows that he would not go with her. The phone lines at the Inn are 
dead. Another thing that needs to be fixed, she thinks.
The little boy sets the bag of chips on the kitchen island and scurries off into the dark like 
a ghoul. She hopes he is alone, and hopes that he is not alone, and is not sure who she would call 
even if she were to dial a number.
She dreams that night of the smell of hospitals.
*
The next morning the boy finds her as she is scrubbing down the kitchen. She has 
decided to clean only the most valuable parts of the Inn, for now, until she can figure out what to 
do with it—but according to the television she watches in her apartment, buyers love kitchens, 
bathrooms, and curb appeal. The chemicals she’s found under the sink are dated and stained, but 
usable; their smell burns with a kind of brightness that pervades the kitchen, and she is grateful
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to have remembered a box of latex gloves. The smell keeps Alice-Ivy sneezing as she scrubs on 
her hands and knees, but watching the dirt come up from the old tile is enough to keep her going.
"Hello," the little boy says from the doorway. He stands like a shadow of a would-be boy; 
fluid motions, no substance.
"Hello," Alice-Ivy says and stops, remembering that she has no name to call him.
"Why is your mom in the hospital?"
Alice-Ivy stands and sets the scrubbing brush on the counter.
"She’s sick," she says. "She doesn’t remember anything."
"Does she remember you?"
"No," Alice-Ivy tells him.
" I’m sorry. "
"It’s okay. I’m sure she wants to."
They look at each other across the kitchen. The boy looks translucent in the shadow light, 
all tomb-white, veins pulsing at the surface. He glows in a way that makes Alice-Ivy imagine the 
atoms parting in the air for him.
"Can I eat some more chips?" he asks.
She nods her head towards the Lay’s bag still on the counter. The boy goes for them and 
starts to shovel them into his mouth. She watches him finish the bag and wipe his hands on his 
clothes, but that doesn’t make him any cleaner.
"Do you want help?" he asks.
"If you want to. There’s an extra brush on the counter."
The boy grabs the brush.
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"Make sure you wear gloves," she says, hearing her own mother in her voice and smiling 
at the way it sounds.
She spills some of the chemicals onto the floor and the boy squats down next to her. He 
moves his hands methodically, back and forth over the grout with small, practiced hands. The 
dirt comes off the tile for him twice as fast as it does for her. He moves his body back and forth, 
cleaning one section of floor completely before he moves on. His eyes barely take any of it in 
and gaze off into a place Alice-Ivy can’t guess, though his body seems to know the rhythm.
"How are you so good at this?" she asks.
"I clean a lot, for my mom," he says. His voice is flat.
"What do you clean?"
"The houses we live in. Sometimes people hire me and pay me to do it for them."
"People hire you to clean their houses?" she asks, looking at his tininess.
"Only when we need the money," he says.
She has so many more questions she wants to ask him but she stops herself. There is 
something about this child that makes her nervous, but something about him that reminds her of 
her own life, the same ache of loneliness that saturates every part of her body.
"Well, you’re very good at it," she says, trying to keep her voice light.
They work together on the kitchen for most of the afternoon. The boy works fast and 
well, without instruction, and there is an order to his work that Alice-Ivy suspects has been there 
for a long time. When they’re done the floor actually sparkles, the hard water stains on the sink 
have been scrubbed away, and the cabinets have all been swept and wiped. It looks like a 
different space.
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"We’ve done some good work in here," Alice-Ivy says. "You could eat off this floor." 
She looks around at the clean kitchen and remembers being in it. She remembers the huge plates 
of food it used to produce and how many staff it took to deliver to the dining-room. She 
remembers the cook and dishwashers yelling at each other, the steam and soap, how it felt so 
easy to get lost under foot.
"You didn’t tell anyone I was here," the boy says then. She looks at him.
"How do you know?"
"Because I listen," he says. "I didn’t hear you do it and you didn’t drive away."
"I still don’t think it’s good for you to be here."
"Unless I help clean," he says. He smiles. He is making a joke, and she smiles too.
"There won’t be any shortage of that," she says, and means it.
"Maybe with two of us?"
"Not even with two of us. Maybe with a hundred of us."
She peels her gloves off and drops them in the garbage. Sweat prickles at the sides of her 
face and her legs feel like jelly from having been crouched on the ground for so long.
"What’s for lunch," Alice-Ivy says, stretching. "Are you getting hungry?"
"Isn’t there more to clean?" the boy asks. She looks at him.
"Yeah," she says, "but I thought we could take a break."
The little boy looks at her as if he’s trying to make sense of what she has said. He looks 
around the kitchen at the work they’ve done, and through the doorway and the work still left.
"I could work, if you wanted to take a break," he says. "I don’t mind."
"That’s okay," she says, looking at his small hands still in their gloves and the brush 
clutched in his palm. "You don’t really need to even be helping me at all."
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"I don’t mind," he says again.
"I’ll make some food," she says. She rifles through the grocery bags looking for anything 
she thinks the boy might want to eat. She’s brought salad, some canned fruit, nothing that 
requires refrigeration, but she settles on some Hostess cupcakes and peanut butter and jelly 
sandwiches. Alice-Ivy and the boy take the food into the adjoining sitting room. The wide 
stained-glass windows rise high above her and mossy branches have broken in through a hole in 
the wall. The glass holds images of the forest, all green and brown, and Alice-Ivy wonders if the 
pictures aren’t just a little bit redundant.
They brush off the couch and sit down to eat. No plates, no napkins, just the food.
"Where are you from?" she asks.
"Nowhere," the boy says, and Alice-Ivy thinks of her mother.
"I’ve lived in a lot of places," he adds.
She takes a bit of her sandwich bread and balls it up in her hand to turn it back into 
dough. The boy does the same with a piece of his own. They eat the dough balls at the same 
time, and Alice-Ivy smiles. She doesn’t want to ask too many questions.
"You’re a nice lady," the boy says, and Alice-Ivy blushes a little. She’s never really 
thought of herself as a lady. Lately, between her night shifts at the library and visiting her 
worsening mother, she barely thinks of herself.
"I’m glad you’re here," he says, and she feels all fluttery inside.
They eat in contented silence for a while, and then the crunch of gravel catches Alice- 
Ivy’s ear. It’s the sound of car tires rolling up to the Inn, only Alice-Ivy isn’t expecting anyone; 
she hasn’t called a realtor yet or an inspector for the property, and she can think of no one she’s 
expecting.
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"My mother," the boy says, haunted eyes blaring from their sockets.
"Is she coming to get you?" Alice-Ivy asks.
"She can’t see me," the boy whispers. "I don’t want to go home."
"What?"
"Please," the boys says. "She can’t see me."
The boy drops the sandwich on the couch and tears out of the room just as the front door 
of the Inn swings open.
"Diamond, it’s your mother," a voice calls. "I brought you some stuff."
Alice-Ivy gets up and walks into the front hallway, unsure of what awaits her there. She 
knows that the boy can’t stay here. He should be with his mother or with someone else who can 
take care of him. The woman opening the door is short and tiny, like her son, and she has an 
effervescent cloud of white-blonde hair. She stops and stares at Alice-Ivy, clutching a paper bag 
full of what Alice-Ivy assumes are groceries.
"Who the hell are you?" the woman says.
"Alice," she says. "I own this property."
"You own it," the woman says. "You can’t own it. It’s abandoned."
"Well, I do," Alice says. "It belongs to my family."
"What are you doing here now?"
"Trying to fix it up," she says. Alice senses meanness coming from the creases and lines 
in the woman’s face. She can tell that the boy’s mother doesn’t believe Alice is who she says she 
is, and she doesn’t have anything to prove it, anyway.
"Have you seen anyone here?" the woman asks. She steps into the house and closes the 
door, eyeing Alice as she sets the bag of groceries on the floor. "How long have you been here?"
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Alice considers the question.
"Only a few days," she says, biting her lip, "but no, I haven’t seen anyone."
The woman looks at her. Alice-Ivy wonders if she is trying to see through her, if she 
knows, and she is almost surprised at herself for having lied, but only almost.
"So what are you doing here?" Alice-Ivy asks.
"I’m looking for my son," the woman says. "He likes to hang out here sometimes."
"By himself?"
"It’s better than being with his father," she says. "He’s fine on his own."
"I haven’t seen him," she says.
"Well, if you do, you should just know," the woman says, "he has a bit of a violent streak. 
A temper like his father, and I hoped that if he spent enough time away from that man it’d get 
better. But if you’re going to be staying here, you should know that."
A cool rush spreads over Alice-Ivy’s skin.
"Oh, it’s nothing to really worry about. I love my son very much, but my husband is not a 
good father," the woman says. She steps a little closer to Alice-Ivy. "I’m only telling you 
because you seem like a nice girl."
"Violent how?"
"Oh, I’ve worried you. But if you do see him, please call me, I need to talk to him. His 
name is Diamond," she says. She roots around in her purse and finds a receipt where she writes 
her number.
"This is my work number. Call and ask for Donna. My name is Donna, by the way."
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She gives Alice-Ivy the receipt with her number on it and presses her hand to Alice-Ivy’s. 
Donna’s hands are warm and soft, and Alice-Ivy wonders briefly if these are the hands of 
someone who cleans for a living.
"Well, good luck with the renovations," Donna says. "It’s such a beautiful building. I’m 
glad to see someone trying to make it nice again."
Alice-Ivy feels a surge of warmth for Donna.
"Thanks," she says. "I’m going to try."
"I’ll leave this bag here. You can eat the food. There isn’t much," Donna says, hoisting 
her big purse onto her shoulder.
"Thanks," Alice-Ivy says. "And I’ll call you if I see him. Diamond."
"You’re a doll," Donna says. "Hope to see you again."
They shake hands and Donna leaves. Alice-Ivy waits until she hears the car tires fade into 
the distance before she picks up the sack of groceries and carries it into the kitchen. Inside are a 
few clean and folded shirts and a pair of pants, some bananas, some bread. Apart from leaving 
her son at someone else’s abandoned property, Donna seems like a nice woman, Alice-Ivy 
thinks. A pang inside her continues to ring and she wonders if she should have told her Diamond 
was here after all and sent him home with her, but now her curiosity is awakened. She takes 
some of the clean clothes out of the sack and walks through the shadows and cobwebs to the 
upstairs room where the boy has been hiding.
She finds him tucked into the same closet where she found him, folded in on himself as if 
he is trying to disappear completely.
"Your mom wants to talk to you," she says, holding the closet door open. Diamond peers 
up at her.
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"Did you tell her I was here?" he whispers. "Did you?"
"No," Alice-Ivy says, chewing the inside of her cheek, "but I probably should have, you
know."
The little boy breathes a sigh.
"Thank you," he says.
"Diamond," she says.
"Don’t call me that. I hate that name."
"Why?"
"It’s a stupid name. She says she called me that because diamonds are something she 
always wanted and never had."
Alice-Ivy can’t help but smile. She sits down outside of the closet, folding her legs 
beneath her.
"I know something about weird names," she says. "My full name is Alice-Ivy, but I try 
never to tell anyone that."
The boy smiles and his grin is like a shadow in his white face.
"That is a stupid name," he says.
Alice-Ivy hands him the clean clothes.
"She brought you these, and some food," she says. The boy takes them from her.
"She only does this once a month, maybe," he says, running his thumbs over the soft 
material.
"Why don’t you want to see her?"
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"My mom isn’t a nice person," he says, and the hollowness in his voice swirls in the 
hollow parts of her chest. Alice-Ivy doesn’t know what to say to him, and the words she chooses 
make her mouth feel fat and dumb.
"If you want to get changed we could clean something else," she says. His face lights up.
"Okay, but turn around," he says as he slinks out of the closet and starts to wriggle out of 
his filthy t-shirt. Alice-Ivy turns around and looks out the window, at the gray sky floating above 
them, colorless, maybe holding rain but offering no threat of raining; passive, she thinks.
The whiteness of Diamond’s bare back catches her attention, and Alice-Ivy can’t help but 
turn her head sideways, just a little, to see. The skin of his back is twisted; pale, puckered ridges 
run the length of his spine and shoulders. Webs of discoloration rise and fall over the burns like 
wine stain, like blood vessels.
The boy must hear her gasp because he tugs the rest of his shirt down as if he is angry, 
pulling at the fabric with bunched fists.
"What happened to you?" Alice-Ivy asks before she can catch herself. "Did your father 
do that?"
Diamond turns around, adjusting his shoulders into the shirt.
"I never met him," he says.
"But your mom said," Alice-Ivy says, brows furrowed. The boy shrugs.
"It was her," she says.
Alice-Ivy can’t resist the urge to hug him. She crosses the room toward him, stoops, and 
puts her arms around him, pulling him close to her, but she receives no response. Diamond 
stands there and lets her hug him, but his arms stay motionless at his sides, and she is very aware
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of the rigidity of his muscles. She feels herself at a loss; she still isn’t sure who is telling the truth 
or if she should have given him up to Donna, or if she should give him up to anyone.
She releases him and he says nothing. They go downstairs together to pick up the 
cleaning supplies.
"So, maybe we can do the living room here, where the branches are coming in," she says, 
raising her hand to indicate the broken wall. The wall is mossy and green, delicate white 
bogflowers spotting the green moss on the branches, poking through the slivers in the wood 
walls.
"Okay," Diamond says.
Alice-Ivy sets the bucket of cleaning tools down on the ground and the boy goes for 
them. He selects a pair of garden shears and a small, sharp hand spade.
"Maybe I should take those. They’re pretty sharp," Alice-Ivy says.
"It’s okay. I’ve used them before," he says.
"I don’t want you to hurt yourself."
Alice-Ivy is at a loss for words as Diamond crosses the room to the far wall. He hops up 
on a chair where the branches are thickest and tucks the spade into the back pocket of his pants. 
He starts to clip away the leaves and twigs, letting them fall to the floor below. The larger 
branches shiver under his adept fingers. When the twigs are all cut away Diamond exchanges the 
shears for the spade, and he digs its sharp tip into the wall, gouging at the flowers, the moss, the 
rotten wood. Alice-Ivy watches him tear into the wall, scraping and scraping, the new growth in 
the hotel falling to pieces. He digs into the wall, clearing everything away, so hard that bumps 
prickle on Alice-Ivy’s skin. For a long time the only sound in the Inn is the sound of the spade 
cutting moss and leaves out of the wood, of Diamond trying to carve himself in.
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Girls Who Stay Outside
Olive sits on the back porch and cries and bleeds a little from her mouth. She holds her 
hands over her face, hiding it, hiding from it. She is hungry, she is tired, she is cold, and her jaw 
throbs. Around her, the sun weeps orange between the trees, the power lines cutting through it 
like black stitches as it sets over the hills. She wants the dark to come, to swallow her and her 
tears, to move undetected under it. She wants to feel the branches of its teeth, to be licked by its 
indigo tongue. She wants to be warm.
"Weird girls like you don’t get dinner," her father said.
Then, an amendment: "Weird girls who hurt their friends are animals and animals must 
stay outside."
So she sits on the back deck, legs swinging over the edge, tears drying slowly on her 
cheeks. Her belly rumbles. She touches the soft spot on her chin, feeling the jagged separation of 
tissue on her lip and finding it pleasurable enough to keep running her finger over it, back and 
forth, as night-birds start to rustle in the trees. The lights in the kitchen behind her go up. While 
she is facing the trees her father is facing the back of her head. There is the thud of the faucet 
turning on and off, the scrape of pots being dragged from cabinets.
Cars filter into the neighborhood, warm engines pink-pinking in their driveways. People 
walk their dogs outside and their soft voices float over the hedges like cobwebs. The smell of 
jasmine flower perfumes the falling dark, and somewhere the tags on a dog’s collar rattle. A 
mosquito buzzes in Olive’s ear, another circles around her ankle. She slaps herself hard enough 
to leave a mark on her skin but misses the bug. She lifts and folds her legs underneath her like a 
pretzel, rubbing the red skin.
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Her father opens the back door just a little bit, enough to let out a warm gust from the 
kitchen that smells of warm butter. Olive’s belly trembles. He moves around the kitchen and the 
floor creaks under him. Olive hears him slide a knife out of the block and start to drag its edge 
across the flesh of a bell pepper, slicing it into strips. She imagines biting into one of them, 
imagines it crunching between her teeth, the flow of juice over her tongue. Then there is the 
sizzle of meat in a hot pan, the creak of the door as her father props it open just a little more. She 
starts to turn her head toward the smell to see into the kitchen but the sound of the knife on the 
cutting board becomes louder as an onion turns to pieces and Olive folds her hands in her lap, 
straightening her back.
The hissing in the kitchen is cut by the cracking-open of a jar lid. Olive focuses on the 
graying-out of the trees overhead. Her chest thumps.
She wills herself to be still. She doesn’t want to move and she hopes that if she is still 
long enough, even her hair, that she will vanish right before his eyes. Maybe, she thinks, he will 
forget she was ever here. Looking up into the sky towards the stars, she watches them flash and 
twinkle. She wonders if their flickering means they are willing themselves to vanish, too.
She thinks about the twinkle of sewing needles and wall tacks, the cool feel of the silver 
warming between her middle finger and her thumb, the smell of rubbing alcohol stolen from the 
linen closet. It was poking holes in people that landed her on the back porch. For a few weeks 
Olive had set up a secret piercing studio in the lower level girls’ bathroom at school during 
lunch. She’d sit on the seat in the smallest stall and wait for a girl to come along and knock. The 
girl would tell her what she wanted pierced and Olive would rub her skin clean with alcohol and 
push the needle through, sometimes waiting so she could savor the moment of that metallic 
sharpness poised to enter the skin. Some girls said nothing, some girls cried. Olive hated the ones
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who cried and ruined the moment for her, like Emme Rich (whose fault all of this was), and 
Olive would be a little rougher with the criers as she fit the earrings--some stolen, some donated 
from other girls--into the fresh wounds.
She should have been gentler with gawky Emme, who was too tiny and awkward to take 
up much space in the secret stall even as she jutted out her shiny bottom lip, thick and marbled 
like meat. Olive should have let her go. Maybe she wouldn’t have cried to her mother.
"How much is it?" Emme had said in a whisper as she and Olive pressed close together in 
the stall.
"Buy me lunch tomorrow," Olive said and pinched the offered lip between her fingers to 
swab it over with alcohol.
"Ew," Emme said. "Is this going to hurt? Danielle Cochran said it did."
"I don’t know. I’ve never had a piercing," Olive said. Emme frowned.
"Are you ready?" Olive was already lowering the needle’s tip into the pout of Emme’s 
lip. She was almost salivating and she didn’t want to think of Danielle Cochran and her pierced 
ears. Those holes had been made. She wanted to think of these holes, almost made, but not yet. 
Part of the sandwich Danielle had bought her on Tuesday was still sitting in her backpack. It 
would be her celebration, her crowning feast for pushing a little bit of her own darkness into the 
skin of someone else.
"No, wait," Emme said. Olive didn’t release her mouth but stopped moving the needle.
"Think how cool it’ll look," Olive said, conscious of the dim lights overhead, the slightly 
sweet smell of chocolate on Emme’s breath. She must have had cookies with her food, Olive 
thought, rumbling inside herself. A few other girls chatted with each other at the sinks, ignoring 
the voices in the last stall.
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"Everyone will say how pretty you are," Olive said. "They’ll invite you to stuff."
A little smile moved under Olive’s fingers. She thought it felt like a bird, or what a bird 
would feel like if she ever touched one.
"So?" she said. "Do you want me to do it?"
"Okay," Emme said, and before the word was even out of her mouth the needle’s head 
was pushing into her lip, almost through to the other side. Emme yelped and tried to jerk her 
head away but Olive held her fast, flattened her palm across her neck and forced the needle 
through, determined to put a perfect hole through her skin, to make a puncture where blackness 
could well. She didn’t know why Emme had to flinch and cry; it couldn’t have been that bad. 
Olive always practiced on herself first, nothing permanent, and never once had she cried, but in 
the bathroom tears welled over and leaked down Emme’s cheeks. Olive pulled the needle back 
through her lip and Emme tore out of the stall so fast the door clapped against the wall.
The other girls who had been standing at the sink fell silent and stared at Olive as she 
stood by the stall door, little needle shiny with blood still held between her fingers. They looked 
at her and she looked at them, and she wondered what they were thinking of her, and she 
wondered if she was grateful they hadn’t seen inside the stall. She wanted to run away so 
everyone would forget all about her and when people said her name they would have to mean 
someone else.
Then Emme’s mother had called the school, furious, and Olive was sure the school 
official had quoted her, my daughter was scarred on your premises, and now Olive is sitting on 
the back porch of her father’s house while he slaps a piece of steak across the burning ribs of a 
grill pan, charring its flesh to black.
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The smell of meat stirs her insides. Her hunger is past the point of hunger so that it has 
become a piece of her identity, and she regrets now that she wolfed all of Danielle’s sandwich 
the other day and did not save it in pieces for the rest of the week. But that hardly matters now as 
she breathes the smell of the flank steak in, lungs begging to take sustenance from it, sweet 
saliva welling up behind her teeth. She spits it into the grass to rid her mouth of it. The smell of 
cooking almost makes her woozy and she forgets temporarily what she’s done and where she is. 
She stretches her arms up into the air above her and rocks her body to the sides, yawning, 
looking up into the sky. The trees rustle around her as if they are alive and she gazes out toward 
them, wondering what they might be hiding.
"You stay," her father says through the open door, and then Olive remembers herself. The 
sizzling has died down in the kitchen in favor of the scrapes of spoons against a metal bowl, the 
rattle of a dish coming down from the cabinet, and the thud of it being set on the counter. Just 
one, Olive notes.
"If you stay there you can eat some of this later," her father calls. "But right now I want 
you to be thinking about your behavior."
Olive folds her arms against her chest and leans her chin against her fists. She wasn’t sure 
what was wrong with her behavior. Every girl who came into her studio, as she thought of it, 
knew what she was in for. If Emme Rich had had half a brain the pain of the needle would not 
have surprised her. Olive wonders if Emme’s parents are punishing her too, but she doubts that 
they’ve stuck her on the back porch at dinnertime.
This isn’t Olive’s first transgression against her classmates. Her father signed her up for a 
soccer team once when she was a child, and she loved it, but she could not understand what her 
father meant when he explained that she played too roughly with the other girls.
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"But you’re supposed to play that way," Olive said.
"No, honey, you aren’t," he replied.
Her father did not sign her up again for the team the next year, and Olive cried and cried 
and threw things all over the house until he put her in the backyard and closed the door whenever 
she was angry, and the only thing he ever found that swayed or moved her was the promise of 
food. Olive would run a mile for a chocolate bar, say "thank you" for a sandwich, and he carried 
caramel candies in his pocket when he needed her to behave. She resented him for this and on 
more than one occasion tried to root the candies from his pocket when she thought he wasn’t 
paying attention, even if she knew that being caught meant more time on the back porch.
The yard is where Olive learned to dream, where she learned that she could do whatever 
she wanted, where she wouldn’t have to listen to anyone but Olive. When she is alone in her 
head, she is nobody’s pet. In her own stories she is whomever she’d like to be. Sometimes she 
isn’t even human. Tonight the story in her head is of a girl who makes a friend. Olive and her 
new friend sit together at lunch, at a table in the cafeteria, not on the bathroom floor. Sometimes 
they talk on the phone.
"Tell me all your secrets," the girl will say, and Olive will smile into the receiver.
The girls will braid each other’s hair and sometimes, when Olive spends the night at her 
friend’s house, her parents (both in purple argyle sweaters) will serve dinner on fine white plates. 
At night she and Olive will build forts into which no other human will be allowed to enter. Olive 
relaxes a little into this dream and closes her eyes. A mild wind brushes against her face, tickling 
the nerves that live under her skin, and then it feels like her body is laughing when her mind 
would never dare to.
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The dream is interrupted when she hears her father move to the kitchen table, the sound 
of his silverware cutting through the steak, the pop of a tomato as it is pierced by a fork. He flips 
the pages of a magazine as he reads. The air from the house fills her up and sometimes if she 
holds her breath she can trick her body into being momentarily full, almost like she will blow 
away.
Olive pushes herself back into the pictures in her head. She is at the point in her story 
where she and her friend are having pancakes for breakfast under the benevolent beam of the 
mother’s smile. She chastises her young son when he comes barreling into the elegant kitchen 
with a toy truck in his hand and Olive is fascinated by the caked makeup in the wrinkles under 
her eyes. Olive’s friend laughs and teases her little brother and offers Olive more butter, a cup of 
tea, anything.
Then she starts to hear a movement in the trees, the rustling of leaves, the sounds of little 
feet: lots of feet, moving under the dark undergrowth at the far end of the yard. Her skin starts to 
prickle and her ribs get tight as the rustling gets louder and louder. Olive turns herself as slowly 
and quietly as she can and her insides turn to jelly when she sees the bushes moving, opening 
like a door, like a mouth, like a heart.
The bushes shudder and split and vomit a wave of dogs. Big dogs, little dogs, black dogs, 
spotted dogs. Lots of them, more than Olive can count. Their tongues loll. Some dogs have fur 
that is matted and dirty, but some of them are clean and groomed. Olive’s heart thunders inside 
her as the dogs spill out through the bushes across the lawn. The dogs’ movements synch 
together and Olive watches as they nudge each other, smiling, teasing each other. Olive swears 
that their faces hold expressions she recognizes as being human, and the pounding of her heart 
slows.
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The dogs stop and form a half-moon around her as her feet dangle over the side of the 
deck. She locks eyes with a few of them--a border collie, a husky, some kind of dog whose breed 
she does not know. They look back at her, blinking, licking their whiskered lips.
"Hello," Olive whispers through dry lips and tindered throat. The dogs pant and flatten 
their ears, dig their paws into the dirt. At the sound of her voice the dogs lower their heads, and 
the night holding them all has gone so quiet she can hear their hearts beat.
"I don’t have anything for you," she says.
Two big black mutts at the front of the circle turn their heads to register some noise. They 
move apart as a shadow moves down the hill. The other dogs step away too. From the trees a 
huge beast comes towards her, like the shape of darkness, alive. Olive pulls her legs up and 
stands on them, ready to run, ready to burst into her father’s house without worry of what awaits 
her there.
The massive dog steps into the light of the back porch. Its body is the color of smoke and 
Olive wonders how it does not blow away in the wind, or if there is a fire inside of it somewhere. 
It approaches her slowly and the thick ropes of muscle in its legs move like snakes. A mastiff, 
Olive realizes as it stops at her feet in front of the deck, catching the shine of its black eyes 
between the long folds of skin around them. The dark sparkle there is clear as if the dog is 
possessed by a single confidence, while Olive is possessed by more feelings than she can figure 
out. Her belly rumbles again but not entirely from hunger: nausea and wonder swim in her belly, 
filling her.
"Hello," Olive says again. The mastiff eases itself down on its haunches, its wide jaw 
parted. A rumble emanates from the cavern of its chest. Not really a growl, Olive thinks, but then 
her breathing picks up as the other dogs start to come forward out of the dark towards her and for
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a moment all she can see are flashes of teeth and glittering eyes, until she can feel the mastiff rest 
its chin on the top of her shoe. A Rottweiler hops up onto the deck and lays down on its belly 
beside her. Olive eases herself back down to sit on the deck and the mastiff, having moved its 
head from her foot, rests it on her lap. The weight of its skull is immense and its long teeth don’t 
all fit in between its lips.
"What do you all want?" Olive says. "Why don’t you go on home?"
Then she wonders if the dogs have a home, if they have a place to go; and then she thinks 
that maybe their home is all around them, all around her, and they are always home. They can go 
where they want, they can sit on anybody’s porches, and their outside is their inside.
A whine catches her attention and she turns her head to see a mutt scratching its paw 
against the door leading into the kitchen. A panic passes through her like lightning but is over as 
soon as she realizes her father isn’t there. The other piece of steak still sizzles in the pan, steam 
rising from it like it’s licking itself into the air. The dog pushes the door open with a white paw 
and looks at Olive like it is looking through her. The dog doesn’t try to go into the house but 
Olive understands that she is meant to, that its insides are free to her. Stepping off the deck,
Olive walks over to the mutt and rubs its ears, runs her hands across its face, its back, until her 
palms are coated with mud and dirt and the smell of the dog overwhelms the smell of the meat.
Olive steals inside the house and turns the pan off. She imagines that her father is in the 
bathroom, that maybe he went upstairs, or that he got into his car and drove off and left her the 
house and everything in it. Maybe the neighbors will say, that weird girl who lives next door, her 
father left her, and that is her house now and her food, and she throws such wonderful dinner 
parties. Olive thinks that if she had this house to herself that’s what she would do with it: throw
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dinner parties in white linen, serve tea in little pink cups, bake her own bread into long, crispy 
rolls.
Olive picks the steak up out of the pan. Its juices run over her fingers, hot and oily, and 
she can’t stop herself from licking them. She doesn’t mind the way it burns her. She tears into 
the meat with her teeth. She thinks, as she swallows and her throat shivers in applause of the 
food it’s seen, that if she were a dog she would be a white dog. A big white dog with long fur 
and wide-set ears that she would turn at every little sound, missing nothing, aware of the 
universe buzzing around her. A black spot on her tongue that would only look like a hole.
Her body shudders with the thrill of the meat and then the dogs are pulling at her pant 
legs, pulling her towards the door. She stumbles a little as she wolfs the rest of the meat and it 
seems to her that the dogs are all being careful not to bark, not to whine, not to make any noise at 
all. Soon they are pulling at her hard enough that she is moving her feet, and she lowers her 
hands to let the dogs lick her fingers. She feeds the thick slabs of steak to the dogs in front of her, 
letting them eat from the cups of her palms, tearing the bigger pieces apart to drop onto the floor 
where the dogs leave lick marks and look up at her gratefully. Ten dog tongues feel like kisses 
on her palms and she laughs as they beg her to follow.
Yes, she imagines they are saying as they pull her, and when she takes a step on her own 
the dogs back off. They run ahead, just a little, and turn back to watch her with wagging tails.
The cold night wraps itself around her but she does not feel the cold. The dogs stand, 
expectant, waiting for her to take another step, and then another. Olive glances back towards the 
house where her father’s shadow moves towards the kitchen, where the story of what she did to 
her friends hangs like a poison in the air. The stars blink in and out overhead and the dog’s eyes 
shine back at her. The wagging of their tails is sweet and free.
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Olive begins to run across the dark of the yard and soon she is following the pack of wild 
dogs into the trees, into the dark that opens between the trees until it finally swallows her whole.
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The Lonely House
It is 12:41 AM and my dead sister Maddy is cooking me eggs. She asked me how many 
eggs I wanted and I told her (three) and now she is cracking them into the pan, their little shell 
shards like shark’s teeth abandoned on the granite while the runny yellow plasma swirls.
She smiles at me and her face radiates light.
"I thought you might be hungry," she says.
I am hungry. I am very hungry. I am also a little scared.
"I don’t know how I got back here," she says, "but I do know that I really missed food."
She’s been gone for six months. I look at her while the eggs brown in the pan, and then 
my face is wet and she touches my face.
"Don’t worry, big brother," she says. "I’m never going to leave you behind again."
We hold each other for a little while and it is everything. When we release her eyes are 
smeared with dirty tears, and flecks of mud spot her cheeks. We burn the eggs, but it’s okay, and 
we are going to eat them anyway. The sound of the whisk scraping the pan makes me think of 
cotton candy made of metal, puffy and shiny and twirled onto a stick.
We sit down at the table and begin to eat as if we have never eaten, but Maddy stops to 
toss some Tabasco onto her plate.
"I thought you didn’t like spicy food," I say. "I want to know if it still burns," she says, 
spooning the browned eggs onto two plates. The smell is intoxicating. I can’t even remember 
when I last ate.
It is like she was never gone. She looks the same now as she ever did, my little sister, 
wide-eyed and clear-voiced, except for the fact that she’s dead. Her hair is clean and shiny and
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she’s wearing a blue dress and a gray sweater, the clothes we buried her in. But as she shovels 
puffy eggs into her mouth I see a kind of darkness lurking behind her teeth, moving outside of 
her lips like it lives inside her but is not her. When she has had her fill of eggs she yawns and 
some of that darkness escapes from her mouth, like a smoke that the light of the kitchen cannot 
pierce or illuminate. I touch my teeth with my tongue but all I taste is Tabasco.
"I’m still hungry," Maddy says. She jumps up from her chair, leaving her plate, and flings 
open the shiny refrigerator doors.
"Oh, god," she says. "There’s nothing here, Jonathan. When was the last time anybody 
went to the store? I want cheese. I want ham. I want a steak."
She laughs to herself while I sit at the table. I don’t usually sit here: our parents are never 
home and I don’t like to be the only one at the table. Yesterday and for the six months before that 
she was gone, and then I came downstairs to make a snack and here she was, and now I don’t 
have anything to give her. I wonder, did I ever?
"I think there might be some ice cream in the freezer," I say. I eat the last of my eggs and 
it would be no mistake to say they are the most delicious eggs I have ever eaten in all my life.
Maddy rips open the freezer drawer. "Oh! Vanilla," she says, picking up the Dreyer’s. 
"Don’t you have chocolate? Well, this is fine, anyway. Whatever you have is just fine for me."
She grabs a spoon out of the drawer and sits cross-legged on the kitchen floor next to the 
open drawer, cramming huge spoonfuls of ice cream into her mouth where they are swallowed 
up, so fast that my teeth start to ache a little. I stand and take the egg plates to the sink, slide the 
freezer door closed.
"I’ll wash them, I’ll wash them," Maddy says through a melty mouthful of ice cream.
"Just leave them, I’ll get them."
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"It’s good to see you," I say because it’s true, because I have missed her so much, 
because I have felt like nothing without her. There are a thousand things swimming around in me 
but somehow that's all I can say now. I feel full to bursting with light.
"It’s so good to be back," she says, looking up at me with her pale eyes. "The food you 
get when you die is shit."
*
Our parents got us a dog once. It was a fuzzy little mop dog, not good for much, sweet 
but stupid. I loved that dog. He had been mine from the first; I called him Harry, and he slept 
under the covers of my bed with me. Maddy never really liked animals all that much. She mostly 
ignored Harry and called him Hair Beast. They were more or less content to ignore one another 
while Harry was with me always, my little buddy, and I brushed him and pet him and 
obsessively checked him for fleas.
One weeknight our mother, who isn’t much of a cook, roasted a big chicken and gave 
Harry one of its bones. I would have stopped her or taken it away from him only I was upstairs 
and I didn’t know that she’d done it, and I still feel horrible whenever I think about the way the 
bone must have splintered in his mouth, and it was my fault because I wasn’t there to stop him 
from eating it, or my mother from giving it. Thinking about it now makes my stomach turn. By 
the time I came downstairs Harry was keeling over on the carpet, saliva leaking out of his mouth, 
his paw scratching at his throat like he wanted to open it. My heart froze. I couldn’t form words. 
Maddy realized what was happening just after I did; she jumped from the chair in her fancy dress 
and forced her hand into Harry’s mouth, holding him so he couldn’t resist her, and started pulling 
pieces of bone from inside his throat. She pulled the splinters from the soft tissues of his mouth
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until he could breathe again. His saliva was foamy and red with blood and he whimpered, but he 
lived.
"Oh, that could have been bad," Mother said, holding a pair of tongs.
"Yikes," Daddy said. "You all might want to take that dog to the vet tomorrow."
By "you all" he meant me and Maddy, who had just gotten her license and her little white 
car. We did take him and he was alright for another few years until he died of cancer, but it was 
that night after Maddy pulled the chicken bones from his throat I think of the most, the blood-spit 
Harry had coughed up onto her shoes, and how it didn’t seem to bother her at all because I was 
so happy.
*
Maddy and I spend that evening on the couch with the TV but we barely watch anything. 
She asks me how school is going since my parents enrolled me in the community college, but 
after Maddy died I couldn’t bring myself to go.
"So you dropped out," she says, and the weight of her voice makes me sink into the 
couch. We are quiet for a while.
She had gone across state lines to the big river to jump off the bridge. To go swimming, 
is what she told me before she went, but after she jumped it was rocks she hit, not water.
Nowhere she’d ever been before, the big duffel bag packed with all her clothing. A broken skull, 
no pain; and then at her funeral, Daddy had to walk me back to the car.
She insists on sleeping in my bed even though she has her own room with her own bed, 
even though we have never touched it since she died.
"I don’t want to sleep in there. It’s weird to sleep in your own room after you’re already 
dead," Maddy explains. She asks to borrow a pair of my pajamas and I give them to her, clean
138
but wrinkled from sitting on my bedroom floor. The extra fabric of my shirts looks like it could 
swallow her up but she doesn’t seem to mind. They’re too big for me, too.
"This is so nice," she says as she gets under the blankets. I feel a little guilty about how 
long it’s been since I’ve washed them. I roll out the sleeping bag my father bought for that one 
time we went fishing on the river ten years ago (a miserable trip where no one had anything to 
say to each other). I think I can still see fish scales on the fabric, but at the very least I’m almost 
certain I can smell them.
My insides feel like they are all lit up by string lights. I have been alone in this house for 
weeks, maybe months, taking the bus to the store or the library. I’ve missed my sister so much 
that when I looked into her face it was like I was seeing myself again.
I roll the sleeping bag out next to the bed and fluff my sad, flat pillow. It doesn’t have a 
pillowcase on it and I think tomorrow I should put one on. I wiggle my feet down into the flannel 
of the bag and it’s been so long since anybody used this sleeping bag that I wonder if there are 
spiders in it, but it was rolled up so tight that there aren’t, I tell myself. I tuck myself in.
Maddy rolls over to the side of bed and rests her face on her hand, looking down at me.
"I’m sorry I missed your twentieth birthday," she says in the voice she used to use when I 
was upset.
"You didn’t really miss anything," I tell her, looking at the ceiling.
"What did you do?"
"Nothing," I say. "I stayed home."
I did stay home. I watched television and I didn’t even realize it was my birthday until 
Jeopardy! came on at 7:30. I wish I had something else to tell her, or at least that I could think of
139
a good lie to tell about how my friends and I got drunk and threw a party and slept outside by the 
pool, only we don’t have a pool, and I think if I tried to lie Maddy would know anyway.
"I would have done something," she says and her voice changes. "I would have done 
something nice."
I smile in the dark room. Neither of us wants to speak of rapids or rocks, of far-away 
places or broken bones.
Our parents are in Bali, or maybe Barbados, but I got a postcard from them that I stuck up 
on my bedroom wall. I’ll show it to Maddy in the morning. I’m thinking that if I said that out 
loud it would sound sarcastic but I’m not a sarcastic person. I’m not really even funny unless my 
sister brings it out in me. Maddy was always the good one, the better one. She’s the one who 
would have thrown a pool party. Cheap beer that tastes like grapefruit, little umbrellas in the 
cups, a yard full of teenagers and noise.
"Sorry I took your bed," she says, smiling. "I just haven’t been in one in a long time."
"Where have you been?" I ask. I fold my hands together over my chest.
"Oh, isn’t that the question," she says, rolling over onto her back. "I don’t really know. 
Somewhere bright, somewhere warm. But I saw you all at my funeral. It was a good funeral. I 
was really touched by everything people said." But her voice is quiet as she turns away from me.
"I’m glad," I say, but I feel a little weird. People had said lovely things. Of course it was 
good, their memories of Maddy, the way they all described her smile. Nobody would say 
anything bad about her at her own funeral, anyway.
"We should celebrate it," she says.
"My birthday?"
"And everything I missed."
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It sounds like a great idea to me.
"We could carve pumpkins," I say. "There are probably still pumpkins at Safeway."
"That would be fun," she says. "I’d be the best, most authentic Halloween decoration of
all."
We both laugh a little at that, at the idea of her scaring children. I am thinking of this 
when Maddy starts to cough. She starts and can’t stop. I turn on the light and she sits up in bed, 
faint tendrils of a darkness that looks like smoke leaking between her fingers as her body heaves 
and lurches, coughing until her eyes well over with tears. I sit next to her on the bed, rubbing her 
back until the coughing subsides and she’s calm again.
"Well, that’s probably not good," she says, wiping her eyes. I don’t really know what to
tell her.
"Coming back to life is probably hard on the body," I say. I feel dumb saying it, but she
smiles.
"Who knows how long I’ll be here," she says in a raspy voice.
"It could be a long time," I say with my arm around her shoulder, but as the darkness
trickles from the corners of her mouth it seems like a silly thing to say.
*
As children, the nanny bathed us together. First, she would rinse water through Maddy’s 
hair as my sister sat cross-legged across from me in the tub. I don’t remember the nanny’s name, 
but I remember the width of her hands as she lathered Maddy up and rinsed her. I was always 
second--because I was a boy, the nanny said, but I think she knew that the way Maddy laughed 
would make me laugh too. The nanny’s job was easier if we were both in a good mood. I was 
almost never in a good mood--I was fussy, I hated the sensations and I was terrified of the ceiling
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fan. The nannies sometimes changed but the order never did; Maddy always got rinsed first, me 
second, and then usually the grown woman would sit on the toilet seat and do the crossword 
while we splashed. We never wanted to get out, even when the water went cold.
One time the nanny went to get the phone. She left the bathroom door wide open so she 
could hear us if something happened. Maddy floated a boat over to me, leaning forward into the 
water.
"How long can you hold your breath?" she asked. I was seven and she was four.
"I don’t know," I said. She smiled a little.
"We should find out. I’m going to dunk you."
I’m older but it never feels that way, even now with my dead sister in the house. I’ll keep 
aging and she won’t, but it’s all inconsequential anyway.
"Okay," I said. She swam over to me and put her small hands on top of my head. I felt 
her start to push me down into the water and submerged myself. I closed my eyes in the cooling 
water and felt it move around my eyelids, felt my lashes flutter under the waves of Maddy’s 
body. I started to count. One, two, three, four, fifteen.
The weight of her small hands removed itself from my head and I popped up out of the
water.
"That wasn’t a very long time," she said. I was grateful for the air.
"How long can you hold your breath?" I asked.
"No, let’s do you again," she said. I remember the way my insides all scrunched up.
She swam back over to me and pushed my head down.
It was longer this time until I pushed my head against her hands, and I was big enough 
that she couldn’t stop me, but I’d felt her resist.
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"No, longer," Maddy complained. "I want to know how long."
"I don’t want to anymore," I said, breathing in.
"But Jonny," she said, and her little voice was so squeaky and mild that even then I could 
not deny her anything.
"Okay, but only one more," I said. Before I’d finished the sentence she was pushing my 
head down into the water with more force than I thought lived in her tiny body. I started to count.
Fifteen. Thirty. Forty-five.
The water around my eyelids seemed like it was tightening, like it was coming in towards 
me, like it was getting heavier and heavier. My whole head felt squeezed and my mouth opened 
itself, letting water in. I rose out of the water but I felt Maddy resisting me still.
"No, you can do longer," she said as I broke the surface of the water, coughing. Soapy 
orange-flavored water flowed out of my mouth and the soap was bitter behind my teeth.
The nanny came back as I was coughing and she patted me on the back with a firm hand.
"He drank some of the bath water," Maddy said.
"You shouldn’t do that, Jonathan," the nanny said, rising from the edge of the tub, 
reaching for towels. "That soap isn’t good for your insides."
As water came up from my throat in droplets Maddy smiled, her face a picture of 
innocence.
"That was fun," she said as I spat water back into the tub.
*
The morning after Maddy returns from the dead I wake up to find myself alone in the 
room. I roll over in my sleeping bag to face the bed and see that it’s empty, the blankets turned 
over. I sit up, rubbing my face.
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I call her name. My voice echoes into the bedroom hallway. I get up and leave the 
bedroom, poking my head into the bathroom, the spare bedrooms, down the stairs and into the 
kitchen. She doesn’t answer, but then I see that the front door is wide open. Maddy’s old car, a 
little white two-door, has been parked at the side of the house since she died, and she is sitting on 
its hood with her palms pressed down onto the metal.
"This used to be mine," she says. "I used to drive this."
It had been her sixteenth birthday gift. Wrapped with a big red bow, a little note on the 
side that said, from Mother and Daddy. Daddy had had someone drop the car off that morning, 
and it was so shiny that the reflection of the sun on its sides was blinding.
"We can go anywhere," Maddy had said as we sat in her car then. "We could get away 
from here for a while." And sometimes we did, but never all that far. The movies, the store--she 
drove us everywhere. Sometimes she’d roll the window down and shout a song at passing traffic, 
even when I told her she was hurting my ears because I’m so sensitive to noise. She’d always 
stop, just not before she was ready.
"Do you know where the keys are?" she asks me now.
"No," I say. I have barely even thought about this car out here, all alone in the weather. 
"Inside, somewhere."
Maddy hops off the car hood. She presses her hands against the handle of the car door, 
pulling slightly, but it doesn’t budge.
"I was hoping I had undead magic powers," she says, but it doesn’t really sound like a
joke.
She works her hands up to the window and presses on the glass, leaning in, and I realize 
that she is looking in at her own reflection.
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"I don’t look any different," she whispers.
It’s true. Except for the tendrils of darkness that leak out of her mouth or the corners of 
her eyes, she looks like she isn’t really even dead. I wonder briefly if that’s the case, if maybe 
this is just a different kind of being alive.
"We should try to take it out," she says, rubbing her finger along her bottom lip as if 
feeling it for the first time. "We could decorate the house! Yeah, for a party. We could get 
pumpkins and shit."
"I think Safeway might still have pumpkins."
"And beer!"
"Okay," I say. I don’t remember the last time I talked to a person, and the idea of filling 
the house with decorations and festivity makes me tingly.
We go inside to look for her old car keys and find them hung up on the key rack, where 
they always were. Someone must have taken them off of Maddy’s old key ring and put them 
here, but I don’t know who. She squeals with the keys in her hand and we race out to the car. I 
set myself down in the passenger’s seat and strap the belt over my chest. Maddy leaps into the 
driver’s seat and wraps her small hands around the wheel. The last time I left the house was to 
take the bus to the library and the convenience store for food.
Maddy’s face is full of excitement, but the car keys stay in her lap.
"Are we going?" I ask.
She turns her head to me, blinking.
"Turn it on?" she asks.
"You have to put the key in the ignition."
She turns her face back to the steering wheel, and lifts the keys from her lap.
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"I don’t know where that is," she mumbles, and a moment later gray, sooty tears are 
falling down her pale cheeks. "I don’t remember how to do this. I used to drive all the time and 
now I don’t remember how. "
"That’s okay," I say because I don’t really know what else to say. "It doesn’t really 
matter."
"I don’t even know where the ignition is," she sobs, her face soiled with undead tears.
"It’s been a while," I say. I’m not very used to comforting her. It was in this car that she 
drove us to the park or the store, to my classes at school.
"And I’m so hungry," she says. "Can you drive?"
My heart sinks because I can’t.
"I never learned," I say. "I probably don’t know much more than you right now."
When she looks at me her face is the same look she gave me as when she’d get home 
from a weekend away with her friends and I’d still be in the same spot she left me.
"You never learned," she sniffs. It isn’t a question.
We sit in silence for a while. Maddy wipes her face. I should have learned to drive by 
now, I know that--I’m twenty, but I never wanted to. No one asked me if I wanted to, which I 
didn’t, and Maddy could drive. I don’t like the lights and the noise and it scares me, how 
everything moves so fast. I’m scared I could hurt someone. I don’t trust myself.
"I’m so sorry I left you like this," she says.
Things always came so easily to Maddy. She’s pretty, she has an easy laugh, she’s good 
at talking to people. Whenever Mother and Daddy were home they’d have big parties for all their 
friends, people with money like them, in fancy sparkly dresses and tailored suits. Maddy loved 
parties. She’d dress up and do her hair and talk with the brightest of them.
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"We’re expecting great things from you, Madeleine," they’d say after a moment’s 
conversation with her. I’d listen from the top of the stairs, rarely daring to go down into the huge 
house. I stayed up in my room, always, which never bothered our parents. One time I did go 
down to try to make conversation, to be more like my sister, and I ended up spilling someone’s 
drink on their suit and talking through tears to some old woman I didn’t know about how I didn’t 
like all this noise. My father, who had once encouraged me to join their soirees, stopped after 
that.
But Maddy would come upstairs with food for me, every time. I’d be in bed or on the 
couch watching a movie (I love movies) and she’d knock on the door and let herself in with a 
tray of cheeses. We’d eat them together while she made fun of all the guests.
"That bitchy billionaire lady," she’d say. "She smells like cats. I bet she spends her 
money on gold collars or whatever the fuck. She’s only here because Mother and Daddy want 
her to invest or something."
"I wonder how she made her billions," I said.
"Serial husbands, probably. Can’t make them stay. Mediocre blowjobs--but she probably 
gets half their money anyway."
"God, I hate them," she’d say and her eyes would get all dark around the corners.
I liked it when she made fun of other people. I liked that we had inside jokes. She’s still 
the only one I’ve ever had those with.
"Oh, Jonathan," she says to me now, rubbing her thumbs on the steering wheel.
"It’s okay," I say.
"No, it isn’t," she cries.
"So we won’t have pumpkins. We could order food. It’s not the end of the world."
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" It isn’t the pumpkins. It’s just that everything is the same. "
"The same?"
"Mom and Dad are still overseas, you’re still here all by yourself."
"I don’t mind," I say, but I feel like my throat rattles a little.
"I guess it’s only been six months," she sighs. "I just thought something would be 
different."
I take stock of what she’s saying, and I think about my life and what is was like before 
Maddy died and after, and the only perceptible difference is that she’s dead.
"I guess it’s different now," I say. She almost smiles.
"I just wanted more for you, when I died," she says. "Your whole life is in this house. I 
thought maybe, without me, you’d find something to do."
I don’t know how to reply. I didn’t know I was supposed to be looking.
"I can’t even teach you to drive," she says, tears welling over again, "because I don’t 
remember how to even turn this fucking car on."
I reach my hand across the car and place it on her shoulder in an affectionate way I’d 
seen her use with her friends when they were upset. But her arm feels too soft, like an overripe 
banana, and the skin doesn’t resume its shape when I take my hand off.
"I’m sorry," she sobs. I don’t know what it is she’s sorry for.
I don’t say anything as Maddy starts to cough again, a plume of dark smoke spilling from 
her mouth. It makes her just cry harder. I put my hand back on her arm and rub it, but the jelly 
under her skin ripples.
*
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I wonder if I should tell my parents that Maddy is back, but I imagine what that would 
sound like over the phone and it doesn’t really sound very good. I don’t talk to them very much 
anyway, so a call from me to wherever they are to say, hello, my sister is no longer dead; no, she 
is not really alive, but i t ’s all a gray area at this point, would raise a lot of questions. The last 
time I saw them for any extended period of time was the Thanksgiving before Maddy died when 
they were home for weeks. It was barely memorable.
They’re like children, our parents. They like each other well enough, but they really only 
had kids to fit in with their friends as they were getting older. They have never really had time 
for us, even when we were all together. Our mother would tuck Maddy’s blonde hair behind her 
ear before they threw parties and praise her beauty because she didn’t know enough about 
Maddy to praise her for anything else. Our father calls me Young Man, the same nickname I’ve 
always had, and he shakes my hand and pats me on the back and asks Mother what snacks there 
are in the house. But they send me cards on my birthday and any holidays they miss, and 
sometimes Mother sends home pictures.
We’re back in the kitchen and Maddy is rifling through the fridge doors.
"Christ, my kingdom for a beer, for a slice of cheddar," she says through a throat that 
sounds like it’s full of rocks or bones. I don’t drink but I probably would if I ever had any 
alcohol at home. Sometimes I pilfer nice bottles of wine when my father has cases of them sent 
to the house. I don’t really like wine but it helps me sleep sometimes, especially lately, when the 
house feels like it’s getting bigger.
"Order a pizza," she commands. "No. Order six pizzas."
I put the charges on Mom’s card, and I wonder if she’ll even question why I charged $60 
at Pizza Heaven.
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Maddy finds a jar of bread-and-butter pickles and takes it to the couch. I close the fridge 
doors and walk into the living room to join her. I don’t have anything to say so I just listen to her 
much pickles for a while until she says something.
"I never liked sweet pickles when I was alive," she says. "I guess they’re not so bad
now."
I nod. My life feels like the runny liquid in the ketchup bottle, the watery stuff before the 
real stuff, like she is gearing up to say something to me. I wonder what it is she needs me to do 
now.
Maddy shoves pickles into her mouth, chewing in a way that reminds me of a cow, jaw 
moving side to side. Then the chewing stops and she spits a mass of partially-chewed pickle and 
a tooth into her hand.
"Oh, come on," she says, and I know she’s feeling the empty space in the socket. I don’t 
know if that feels any different after you’re dead, and I’m nervous I’ll throw up if I ask.
"This could get unpleasant," she says, rolling the tooth around in her wet palm. "I’m mad 
that this tooth came out while eating pickles and not, I don’t know, cake." I can hear the forced 
lightness in her voice.
"It’s so nice here at home," she says, eyes roving the ceiling. "I’ve missed it so much."
"I’m sorry it isn’t a very exciting homecoming," I say.
"It’s not like you had time to prepare," she says.
Maddy stands up but stumbles into the kitchen counter. I go to help her to her feet, 
alarmed again by the jellylike feeling of her skin, but I think it would be rude to comment on it. 
She clings to the countertop where it dips into the sink.
"I guess I’m a little woozy," she says. "I’m not feeling all that well."
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"Do you want to sit?"
"No, if I sit I might not get back up."
"Being dead didn’t really stop you," I say.
We eat our six pizzas in front of the TV, the news, plane crashes and soldier stories. It 
feels wonderful. But here is what we aren’t talking about: where Maddy’s tooth has gone we 
both know others will follow.
"I’ve been okay without you," I say. Her smile doesn’t feel truthful.
But after dinner Maddy gets worse. I do the dishes while she relaxes on the couch. Her 
breathing is slower and she coughs spools of darkness which we let evaporate into the air without 
comment. I usually don’t make enough dishes on my own to want to wash them and clean the 
kitchen, but something about having Maddy here feels formal, like having a guest, even though it 
also feels so much like it always did. I’m not used to holding on to so many feelings all at one 
time.
She turns around to look at me from the couch. She watches me. For the first time, we 
both know I am taking care of her.
As I’m finishing the dishes Maddy says she wants to take a bath.
"I just want to be warm," she says. She has some trouble getting up the stairs so I help her 
up to our parents’ bathroom, where the big jetted tub is, and draw the water for her. I make to 
leave.
"No, stay, please," she says. "Please don’t leave me."
"Okay," I say.
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It feels strange to stay but there’s no way I can say no, so I avert my eyes and listen while 
she settles herself down into the hot water, making holes in the forest of bubbles, covering 
herself with them.
"Okay, you can open your eyes now," she says. I open them to see her hiding in the 
bubbles but there is a kind of blackness around her eyes, a deep exhaustion. Maddy sighs into the 
water, content.
"This is just tops," she says. "Thanks."
I shrug and sit on the marble floor of the bathroom. It’s a lovely room, but there’s not a 
lot of room for spectators. Maddy and I don’t have a lot to say. It’s hard to know what is 
important to say, and I’ve never been good at saying things. We let the silence fill us for a while, 
drinking in the memory of each other’s company more than the current company we’re in. The 
idea of being with Maddy is better to think about than the way we are now, each decaying on our 
own, swallowed up by different kinds of distance.
She stays in the bath for a long time and I think she’s dozing off for a while, but when I 
get up to use the restroom a soft shriek sails across the water.
"No," she says, "no."
"I’m sorry," I say. "I was going to come back."
"You can pee when I’m dead," she whispers, half-smiling, but her eyes are open and 
sunken and so red they look like swan’s eyes.
"I don’t feel good," she says. "I want to get out now." The water shudders around her.
She manages to sit up and let out the drain at the far end of the tub, but as the water lowers the 
bubbles become tinged with red. I look away again while the water recedes as I’ve been taught to 
do. But then Maddy gasps.
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"Jonathan," she says in a skeleton voice. I open my eyes and look just as the water 
washes out a string of her skin, leaving long red cracks like spiderwebs on the skin of her thighs. 
Her hands are cracked, too: in fact all of her body is laced over with thin red cracks where the 
bathwater has sucked the moisture from her.
"It’s okay," I say, reaching for the towels folded neatly in the bathroom closet. "It’s all
okay."
I try not to look at her as I wrap her in the towels. They don’t stay white for long as the 
cracks in my sister’s skin leak through and stain the fabric.
"Thanks, Jo," she says. "Sorry I’m so gross."
"I think it’s really not your fault," I say as I tighten the towels around her.
"Then whose is it?" she asks, but I don’t know.
We walk into my bedroom because she still won’t hear of sleeping in her own bed. I give 
her an old set of my sweatpants for her to put on (I turn away) and then she gets into bed.
"This probably isn’t how you wanted to spend your Saturday night," she says, coughing. 
"It’s okay," I remind her.
"Get in," she says, so I do. We lie on our backs and look at the ceiling, and she asks me if 
I remember Nanny Lisa and the width of her hands. I do.
"I see her sometimes," Maddy says. "In the place where we are."
"In being dead, you mean?"
"Yeah. I mean, it’s not really a place. It’s hard to explain. But I see her."
"How is she?" I ask because it feels like the thing to ask.
"She’s okay. Misses her family. Cancer," Maddy says. I exhale at the ceiling.
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"She was surprised to see me," Maddy adds. "But it’s kind of nice having her around. She 
reminds me of when we were kids. She’s the only person there I know."
"You don’t see Gram or Gramps?"
"No. Just Lisa."
I wonder why that is. Maddy suggests that maybe being dead just makes you think of 
weird things.
"Being alive isn’t much better," I say.
"You don’t know how much I’ve missed you," Maddy says, and her voice ripples. "I 
never had anyone but you."
"Yes, you did," I say, turning to look at her. "You had lots of friends."
"No, I had people I talked to, but you were the only one who was always where you said 
you’d be."
I know she is thinking of our parents, far away somewhere, doing who knows what with 
who knows whom.
"I missed you too," I say. "I’ve just been hanging out here. I’ve gotten really good at 
Monster Hunter."
I expect her to laugh but she doesn’t, and suddenly she is leaning on her elbow and I can 
feel her shaking with her weight, looking over at me, red eyes bright in the dark around us.
"I was trying to make it better," she says. "I wanted to do something different."
"Things were okay," I say, but I feel her shuddering next to me.
"I was trying to leave, I just didn’t mean to leave you," she says, and when I turn to look 
at her a long cut is forming down her face. The death in her is starting to look familiar, and when 
she opens her mouth the darkness slips out slower and slower, hanging between us in a haze that
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makes my eyelids heavy. If I lean into her breath I can see stars, like I could sleep for a thousand 
years, like I want to.
Her voice makes me feel jumbled inside. When she died she was so far away from home 
that I wonder if she wasn’t just going as far as she could go.
"You did leave me," I say, surprising myself in the saying of it because I don’t know how 
I feel exactly until I start talking. "I wouldn’t have blamed you if you didn’t come back."
"Jonathan," she says. "I never should have gone," she says, her words tied together like 
wire. "I should have stayed here, or I should have brought you with me."
"To jump off the bridge?"
"If you had been with me it would have been different," she says but I don’t know that I 
believe that.
Darkness rises in her pale face as she leans over me, her breath the warm of sleep, 
opening a world of stars under my eyelids and slowing the beat of my own heart. She presses her 
small hand against my ribs to steady herself as she coughs a smog of smoke between us and I 
can’t help but breathe it in, each inhalation pulling me down into the pillows, into the ground, 
like this darkness that lives in her now is binding our bodies together to find its mirror in mine.
"It was a mistake," Maddy says.
"It’s okay," I say. The fog between us clears. "I’m not going anywhere."
"But you could come with me," she says.
She’s excited, dark light flashing in her face. Her cheeks color and I wonder if there’s 
blood in them, or if there isn’t, what it is that’s keeping her talking, breathing, chewing.
"Come with you?"
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"Jonathan, listen to me," she says, wiping her mouth and rolling herself up onto her side. 
"What are you still doing here?"
That’s a good question.
"What would you be giving up?"
At first all of her words come together in my head like an explosion of light, like needles 
coming up from under my skin. I know she’s right, somehow. There is nothing for me in this 
house. I would have nothing to give up, nothing to leave behind. I bet the house wouldn’t even 
realize I was gone. My parents’ lives wouldn’t be much changed either, probably, given that 
Maddy’s death barely changed their itineraries, though they grieved her in their own ways-- 
Daddy with athletics, Mother with touching Maddy’s clothes in silence. They’d get over me 
easier, I think, because I’m in too many pieces while Maddy was always just one.
"You said the food is shit," I remind her.
"No worse than here," she says.
She smiles at that and lies on her back against the pillows. It feels to me like she deflates 
there as we talk. Maybe I do too. Memories, birthdays, what-ifs, but in the spaces between mild 
conversation I know that something inside me likes what she’s said, likes the warm night full of 
stars.
*
I wake up with my back pressed to Maddy’s. The light that’s filtered through the big tree 
outside is weak and gray. I’m warm but not too warm. I roll over onto my side to look at my 
sister, whose eyes are still closed, mouth open, her face a garden of black and blue. The skin 
around her eyes looks tight and dry to the touch.
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"Are you hungry?" I ask, but she doesn’t answer me. She doesn’t move, she doesn’t 
breathe, she doesn’t say anything, and I know that I am all alone again.
I get out of bed but make sure to tuck the blankets up to Maddy’s shoulders because I feel 
like that’s something I need to do. I walk myself through the house, trying to make an equation 
for its emptiness, the whiteness of its walls. It seems useless to have so much space for one small 
person who couldn’t fill it if he tried.
The loneliness in the house echoes between the ceilings and my ribs. I feel very small 
here, smaller than I’ve ever felt in my small quiet life.
There are worse things than death, probably. Like someone who can’t stay dead or 
someone who doesn’t understand how to be alive. I wonder if a person can die from that kind of 
loneliness, if maybe that’s what Maddy found when she jumped off a bridge so far away from 
here, from me. I don’t know if I would have done it, but I know that I could, and that fact twists 
me all up inside like an electric spark.
I am sitting at the bottom of the stairs when the phone rings and I have to get up to 
answer it. It’s my parents; of course it is--no one else would ever call here.
"We’ll be home in the morning, young man," my father says. His voice sounds nothing 
like mine except in a downward tilt of his sentences, the falling of optimism. They’ve had a nice 
time in Honduras, where the people are so hospitable and the food so rich. How exciting for 
them.
I walk back up into my bedroom where Maddy’s body lies, still tucked in bed where I left 
her. I crawl in next to her and tuck my feet under the blanket. I’m wondering now about what my 
parents are coming home to: a house with one adult child, an empty fridge, rafters so tall they
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swallow up all the words. Their lives happen somewhere else, somewhere I’ve never really been, 
a place I have no business belonging to.
I scoot closer to Maddy. I pretend I can hear her breathing and put my ear right up next to 
her open mouth. I wonder if darkness will ever come from inside my throat like it did my 
sister’s. I count the fluctuations in her lungs and get them to match mine, like we are matched, 
like when I breathe in she breathes out. There is something in the repetition that comforts me, 
some kind of rhythm or resemblance that makes everything feel somehow different, better, like I 
could go anywhere I want. The light flickers in and out of the room and from under the warmth 
of my eyelids.
I must have lain next to her a long time; when I open my eyes again it is because I hear 
the squeak of the hinges on the front door as it swings open, the brassy excitement of my father’s 
voice down below, my mother’s higher tittering. I pull Maddy close, exercising our breathing 
together. The curtains ruffle and it looks like light is leaking out the window. I imagine that I am 
leaking out the window too, my shadow and its bones, that what’s inside me is disappearing from 
the room, like my darkness is leaving me to find hers.
158
